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 This dissertation explores how adolescents engage with literacy practices through 
participation in BookTube. Though technology use is often positioned at odds with reading 
traditional print books (Du, 2009), BookTube is a growing community of readers on 
YouTube who are engaging with reading through participation in social media and building 
digital identities as readers. The data collected during this four-month virtual ethnographic 
(Hine, 2000) study included almost 400 YouTube videos from 30 BookTube channels 
created by adolescents (13-18), nine hours of interviews with three focal participants, and a 
community survey. 
 The first article considers how adolescents build identities as readers through 
BookTube and defines the features of the digital space. The study found that BookTube can 
be understood as a Discourse (Gee, 1999/2011) where BookTubers are performing situated 
identities through participation in creating videos for the space. The Discourse of BookTube 
is marked by specific props, settings, vocabulary, and video genres that BookTubers employ 
to be recognized as performing their identities as readers. These findings suggest 
implications for creating communities of readers in classrooms through building social 
interaction between readers, and facilitating practices such as goal setting and reading choice 





 The second article explores how young people engaged in literacy practices through 
BookTube and how they describe their participation in the space. Using new literacies theory 
(Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) and data from focal participant interviews, I found that 
BookTubers developed literacy skills by both learning to use new technology tools to create 
their videos and by engaging with the new “ethos stuff” of participation, collaboration, and 
distributed knowledge. This study suggests that teenagers used YouTube as a site for learning 
digital video production skills, making friends, and sharing book recommendations. 
Therefore, BookTube represents an intersection of traditional and new literacies, both 
developed through an authentic context.  
 The third article illustrates how adolescents’ literacy practices are commodified 
through their participation in BookTube. The study found that young people are engaging in 
self-branding practices, as both “influencers” and “microcelebrities,” even though they may 
not necessarily be earning money from their channels. It is hoped that this study will inform 
educators of the values and practices underlying participation in heavily commodified new 











To all of BookTube, young and “old.” Your creativity and enthusiasm for books inspire me 
as a researcher, a teacher, a librarian, and a fellow BookTuber.  
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Overview of the Dissertation 
 This dissertation is a collection of three publishable articles that draw from a single 
ethnographic study completed over four months in the summer and fall of 2017. The first 
chapter is an overview of the study. In this chapter, I include the background, theoretical 
lenses, and the methods used to conduct the ethnography. This chapter also includes 
discussions of the significance of the research, the research context, ethical considerations, 
and introductions to the research participants, including the three focal participants at the 
heart of the research. 
 The second, third, and fourth chapters represent the independent articles I have 
written based on the ethnographic study. Chapter 2 and 3 both developed from the same 
analysis of the data collected. Chapter 2, titled “What is ‘BookTube?’: Adolescent identity 
formation through an online Discourse” examines the general features of the site and how 
young people identify themselves and their videos as participants in the community. Chapter 
3, titled “New literacies in new contexts: Exploring adolescents’ new literacies practices on 
BookTube” considers how young people engage in new literacies practices through 
participation in the space. Though these chapters emerged from the same analysis, the article 
in Chapter 2 draws from the data a whole, while Chapter 3 draws from the data associated 




commodification in an online community” is based on a separate analysis of how young 
people’s participation in the site is inherently commodified, and how they negotiate the 
commodified landscape of YouTube. 
 The fifth, and final, chapter reflects on the work I have completed across all three 
articles to consider the common implications and conclusions across the study as a whole.  
Introduction to the Study 
In the digital age, reading and literacy practices extend beyond ones’ own home, 
school, or library to the broader world available at our fingertips through the participatory 
cultures of the internet and social media (Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robinson, & Weigel, 
2006). In participatory cultures, young people move from positions as consumers of media to 
positions as prosumers, both consuming and creating as active media producers (McLuhan & 
Nevitt, 1972; Tapscott, 2009). The shift from consumers to prosumers results from the onset 
of Web 2.0, user-friendly interfaces, and accessible tools such as smart phones and visual 
media editing software (Tapscott, 2009). Barriers to sharing one’s work, such as artwork 
based on the Harry Potter series or a fanfiction story imaging The Hunger Games’ characters 
at prom, are lower than ever before and young people are taking advantage of attentive 
audience online. 
Researchers investigating participatory cultures have called for additional study of 
these constantly-shifting online contexts to better understand how adolescent literacy 
practices are enacted online (Lammers, Curwood, & Magnifico, 2012; Moje, 2009) and to 
inform classroom instruction (Alvermann, 2008; Spires, Morris & Zhang, 2012). 
Adolescents’ participation in participatory online spaces demonstrates new social practices 




support these valuable practices rather than criticizing or ignoring them (Losh & Jenkins, 
2012). Literacies enacted outside of school have much to tell us about how to harness 
students’ intrinsic motivations to read, as well as how our instructional practices may need to 
shift to accommodate a culture of participation and sharing (Alvermann, 2008). 
This study is a virtual ethnographic study (Hine, 2000; Kozinets, 2010; Boellstorff, 
Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012) where I examined the features and practices of one such 
participatory culture known as BookTube, a small community of YouTubers who make 
videos about books and reading. Specifically, I am interested in how community members 
create videos that are recognizable as part of BookTube, while also considering the literacy 
skills intrinsically embedded in the both the content and creation of BookTube videos. I seek 
to understand BookTube as a participatory culture and site of adolescent literacy 
development. In order to understand the features of BookTube as an online community and 
how literacy practices are enacted on the site, the proposed study seeks to answer the 
following research questions:  
1. How are the features of BookTube enacted on the site?  
2. How are adolescents’ literacy practices situated in BookTube? 
3. How do adolescent BookTubers describe their participation in this 
community?  
4. How are literacy practices commodified through participation in BookTube? 
A. How do adolescents participate in this commodification? 







I approached this study from a sociocultural perspective (Lee & Smagorinsky, 2000; 
Vygotsky, 1978) with the frame of literacy as a social practice (Barton & Hamilton 2000; 
Heath, 1983; Perry, 2012; Street, 1984). I also used the lens of new literacies (Lankshear & 
Knobel, 2011), including the concepts of participatory cultures (Jenkins et. al., 2006) and 
affinity spaces (Gee, 2004), to guide my understanding of social literacy practices online. In 
the sections that follow, I will define and explain each of these terms and theories to set up 
the study. 
Sociocultural Theory 
The sociocultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978) views learning as socially and 
culturally situated. Sociocultural theorists understand learning as constructed through social 
interactions with others and inseparable from the social context in which it occurs. Because 
learning is contextual, it varies between different cultural contexts because different cultures 
have different beliefs, values, and tools for teaching. Learning does not solely occur in 
isolation through the acquisition of rote facts, but through co-constructing knowledge in 
collaboration with others. In this sense, learning can be better understood as an active form of 
participation shaped by the interactions among learners and learning contexts (Jenkins et. al., 
2006; Sfard, 1998).  
  The sociocultural framework posits that learning is optimized through interaction 
with more knowledgeable others, or peers who share more advanced knowledge and skills 
(Vygotsky, 1978). More knowledgeable others may be parents or formal teachers, but they 
can also be classmates or friends of any age. In the digital age, the more knowledgeable other 




learning to play chess might not know what to do with the various game pieces until a parent, 
friend, or computer program shows the child how each of the pieces move and how a game is 
played. With the help of more knowledgeable others, learners are apprentices learning more 
than they could alone. Learners learn first through social contact with more knowledgeable 
peers, and then progress to completing learned tasks and skills independently. 
 Vygotsky’s theory also considers the value of sign systems in mediating social 
interaction and learning (Wertsch, 1985). Sign systems include the language, writing, and 
communication systems of a learner’s culture. Sign systems are learned through social 
interaction and, in turn, serve as “semiotic mediation” for future learning (Wertsch, 1991). 
Semiotic mediation connects the internal thoughts of a person’s mind to the external social 
word, thus mediating the individual and the social. Semiotic mediation makes it possible for 
learners to learn from more knowledgeable peers and to appropriate the signs and symbols of 
their social world into their own internal thinking. In this way, the sociocultural perspective 
is not merely learning through social interaction but actually appropriating what is learned to 
develop more advanced thinking and learning tools (Wertsch 1985). 
A Sociocultural Approach to Literacy: Literacy as a Social Practice 
A sociocultural approach to literacy understands reading and writing as far more than 
the decoding and coding of text (Perry, 2012). In this view, literacy is not a discrete set of 
skills mastered and stored in the learner’s head, but a complex social practice learned through 
social interaction with more knowledgeable others in varying social contexts (Larson & 
Marsh, 2005). Literacy research in the sociocultural tradition seeks to understand the use of 
literacy in peoples’ everyday lives while also recognizes the role that power relations play in 




(Street, 2001). Literacy instruction, therefore, facilitates students’ apprenticeship into the 
social practices of particular communities while taking into account the existing differing and 
intersecting literacies students bring from their homes, communities, and cultures. 
Sociocultural theories of literacy therefore inform our understanding of literacy as a 
social practice (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Heath, 1983; Perry, 2012; Street, 1984). Engaging 
in literacy as a social practice means using available tools and semiotic systems to convey 
meaning to others (Moje, 2009; Scribner & Cole, 1981). As Barton and Hamilton explain, 
Literacy is primarily something people do; it is an activity, located in the space 
between thought and text. Literacy does not just reside in people's heads as a set of 
skills to be learned, and it does not just reside on paper, captured as texts to be 
analyzed. Like all human activity, literacy is essentially social, and it is located in the 
interaction between people. (1998: 3) 
Social literacy practices are specific to the social group or community, and they are both 
learned from the group and used to demonstrate membership in the group (Barton, 2007). 
Therefore, talk and text become more than just words, but ways for participants to co-
construct meaning through interactions with one another (Larson & Marsh, 2005). 
This study views literacy as a social practice consistent with Street’s (1984, 1988, 
2003) ideological model of literacy. Street’s ideological model posits that literacy is never 
neutral and cannot be separated from power structures and culture in which it is attained. The 
ideological nature of literacy is 
[T]he ways in which people address reading and writing… rooted in conceptions of 
knowledge, identity, and being… always embedded in social practices, such as those 




learning that particular literacy will be dependent on those particular contexts. (Street, 
2003, p. 78) 
The view of literacy as a social practice therefore situates semiotic meaning making in 
broader social, cultural, political, geographical, and historical contexts (Street, 1984). 
Literacy is not a set of skills, but a set of situated practices tied to culture and power (Perry, 
2012; Street, 1984). In other words, literacy practices are not simply reading, writing, or the 
creation of other encoded text (including audio and video) but also what people do with those 
texts and how they use them socially (Barton & Hamilton, 1998).  
 In addition, this theory is useful for this study in considering the role that 
environment plays in literacy. Literature-rich and print-rich environments have been found to 
have a positive impact of literacy development, and observations of how people interact with 
texts in their environments can provide insight into the underlying literacy practices 
(Hoffman, Sailors, Duffy, & Beretvas, 2004). For young children, print-rich environments 
have been found to have a positive impact on literacy development (Newman, 2004). 
Research has explored how access to books and home and in the classroom positively affect 
reading development, but this study seeks to consider how this social impact extends to 
online environments as well. This is why we turn next to examine the social practices of New 
Literacies in new media environments.  
The Social Practices of New Literacies 
The field of New Literacy Studies (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; New London Group, 
1996), which is closely tied to (and often synonymous with) literacy as a social practice, has 
influenced the conception of new literacies, which posits that digital technologies have made 




and increased desire for participation and collaboration (Gee, 2015; Lankshear & Knobel, 
2011; Perry, 2012). In the digital age, the literacies include everything from the broad 
categories of video literacy and audio literacy to specific, contextual forms like Twitter 
literacy (Greenhow & Gleason, 2012) or game-based literacies (Gee, 2003; Spires, 2015). 
Research investigating new literacies must consider both the “technical stuff” of the literacies 
(the incorporation of new technology tools) and their new participatory, collaborative, 
distributed “ethos” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011). New literacies practices can be observed 
through literacy events in both online and offline contexts. 
New literacy practices thrive in authentic contexts because literacies are tied to the 
contexts in which they are learned and used. Traditionally, authentic contexts would include 
physical sites, such as a classroom or job site, where one both learns and uses a specific 
literacy. For example, one could learn religious literacy through attending church and 
learning religious language, beliefs, and gestures from the more knowledgeable others in the 
church community. Similarly, new literacies practices can be learned and observed in the 
authentic contexts of new technology spaces where young people gather online (Curwood, 
Magnifico, & Lammers, 2013). Two concepts within the field of new literacies will be 
central to theorizing literacies within authentic online contexts and in this study: participatory 
cultures (Jenkins et. al., 2006) and affinity spaces (Gee, 2004).  
Participatory Culture 
Participatory culture is defined as a “culture in which fans and other consumers are 
invited to actively participate in the creation and circulation of new content” (Jenkins et. al., 
2006, p. 290). A participatory culture is one 




2. with strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations with others;  
3. with some type of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most 
experienced is passed along to novices; 
4. where members believe that their contributions matter;  
5. where members feel some degree of social connection with one another (at the least 
they care what other people think about what they have created). (Jenkins et. al, 2006, 
p. 7)  
Participatory cultures shift the focus of literacy from one of individual expression to 
community involvement through collaboration and networking. These practices build on the 
foundation of traditional literacy, research skills, technical skills, and critical analysis skills 
taught in the classroom (Jenkins et. al., 2006).  
For example, on YouTube, fans are invited to not only store their videos for 
themselves, but also to participate through sharing their videos with others, subscribing to 
content they enjoy, commenting on content of interest, and discovering new content through 
user-created tags (Lange, 2014). The site is designed to allow content creators to support 
each other in their creativity (Burgess & Green, 2009). Rather than passively consuming 
content created by professional media outlets, YouTube users are encouraged to become 
prosumers, or active creators of their own media (Burgess & Green, 2009; McLuhan & 
Nevitt, 1972; Tapscott, 2009). They are also encouraged to learn from and share with others 
on the site through posting videos online, following favorite channels, and commenting on 







Gee (2004) conceptualizes the new literacies ethos through his theory of affinity 
spaces. Affinity spaces are physical or digital spaces organized around shared passions and 
common endeavors (Black, 2008). One key feature of affinity spaces is the distribution of 
knowledge across and within the members of the space (Gee, 2004). Every member brings 
something to the table, and sharing of knowledge is encouraged, and often essential, for 
participation in the space. Rather than having a hierarchical structure of knowledge or 
passive engagement with content, affinity spaces encourage multiple ways in which members 
can participate and collaborate with others around their shared passions.  
The research team of Curwood, Magnifico, and Lammers (Curwood, 2013; Curwood, 
Magnifico, & Lammers, 2013; Lammers, 2012; Lammers, 2013; Lammers, Curwood, & 
Magnifico, 2012; Magnifico, 2010; Magnifico, Curwood, & Lammers, 2015) has written 
extensively about writer motivation and audience across affinity spaces including Hunger 
Games fan sites, the Neopets online game, and fan sites for The Sims game. They found that 
adolescent writing thrives in affinity spaces because of the potential for passionate and ever-
growing audiences for their writing. The high concentration of positive, reader experience-
focused comments demonstrate a feature of writing in fandom spaces that is appealing to 
adolescents: social validation and proof that others are actually reading their work 
(Magnifico, Curwood, & Lammers, 2015). New technology tools offer connections with 
wider audiences that simply has not been accessible to the average teenager before, and has 
changed the very way in which they engage with personal writing.  
Similarly, Black’s (2008) ethnographic study of adolescents writing in a fanfiction-




practices. Fanfiction sites are affinity spaces where multiple modes of text converge, 
including knowledge of popular media texts (e.g., television shows, video games), academic 
writing, and feedback from peers. These sites, such as the Card Captor Sakura section of the 
popular website fanfiction.net, have extensive networks of beta readers, passionate audiences, 
web resources, and reader reviews that motivate young writers to write stories online. She 
theorizes that understanding the practices of self-direction, authentic use of technology, 
interactive communication, and creativity inherent in adolescents’ participation in fan spaces 
and fanfiction point to value of learning in affinity spaces. Though the practice of writing 
fanfiction stories is not new in and of itself, the ability to publish written work broadly and 
receive feedback is a clear example of the “new technical stuff” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) 
of new literacies and how each can be observed through literacy events online.  
Study Design: Virtual Ethnography 
I employed a virtual ethnographic design for this study (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & 
Taylor, 2012; Hine, 2000). Virtual ethnography, also known as digital ethnography, online 
ethnography, cyber ethnography, or netnography, allows researchers to understand the inner 
workings of online communities. In virtual ethnography, the research context exists in the 
virtual world (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012) and focuses on virtual spaces as 
unique cultures (Baym, 1999; Boellstorff, 2008; Nardi, 2010). Virtual ethnographic methods 
allow researchers to develop rich descriptions and relevant insights through an inductive 
approach (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). As Hine (2000) explains, “ethnography holds 
particular appeal for studying what people actually do with the technology. Once we think of 
cyberspace as a place where people do things, we can start to study just exactly what it is 




Though many approaches to virtual ethnography exist, I drew on Hine’s (2000) 
principles of virtual ethnography to design this study. These principles provide a framework 
for ethnographic work that is mobile, unclearly bound, temporally dislocated, partial, and 
virtual while also maintaining a “sustained presence...in the field setting” and “intensive 
engagement with the everyday life of inhabitants” (Hine, 2000, p. 63) in online spaces. The 
principles specify that ethnographic work is adaptive and “suit[s] itself to the conditions in 
which it finds itself” (p. 65), thus allowing researchers to adapt inquiry to the field site in 
tandem with data collection and analysis.   
In addition, Hine’s principles guide exploratory work through tension with 
amorphous boundaries. As Hine notes, “(b)oundaries are not assumed a priori but explored 
through the course of the ethnography” (p. 64). For example, in boyd’s (2009) virtual 
ethnographic work she explains that her method of exploring boundaries in the MySpace 
community requires “spiral[ing] out” to everything from blogs and news to conversations 
about MySpace in the “real” world. Hine’s principles lay a foundation for an ethnographic 
study that can allow for descriptions of a community that is not formally geographically or 
temporally bound, as is the case for myriad virtual affinity spaces (Gee, 2004).  Therefore, 
researchers can complete studies from home using a computer (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, & 
Taylor, 2012). For education and youth researchers in particular, virtual ethnography allows 
unique access to a world where we can observe the virtual cultures where adolescents spend 
much of their free time (Black, 2008; boyd, 2014; Lange, 2014).  
However, the potentials and possibilities of digital spaces as a virtual wild west also 
present myriad decisions that must be made in crafting a robust, yet feasible, study. Virtual 




analyzed in a reasonable amount of time, especially with the ability to download or archive 
videos, images, and text at the click of a button. They also face issues of complex ethics and 
informed consent procedures. With flexibility and an adaptable methodology, virtual 
ethnography allows researchers the ability to study new cultures in virtual spaces.  
Research Context 
In this section I provide an introduction to BookTube in order to familiarize readers 
with the space as a context for research study. I will first give a general overview of 
YouTube, including a description of BookTube as a sub-community within that platform. I 
will then give a brief overview of the YouTube elements crucial to this ethnography which 
include channels, content creators, videos, and comments. 
YouTube/BookTube 
YouTube is the largest video sharing platform on the internet. YouTube as an entity 
does not create the content for the site, but rather operates as a platform for users to upload 
and share their own videos. On the site, users can watch and upload millions of user-created 
videos across a variety of genres. Users who create content are able to store an unlimited 
number of videos on the site and, if they chose to monetize, collect advertising revenue based 
on the number of views their content receives. Users who watch videos can rate, comment 
on, and share videos, as well as curate playlists and embed videos on other sites. Created in 
2005 and sold to Google in late 2006, YouTube is now (as of September 2019) the second 
most visited website on the global web (Alexa.com). 
BookTube is an informal network of YouTube users who create, comment on, and 
watch YouTube videos about books and reading. Participants refer to the community 




to connect related content on YouTube. BookTube is also part of the larger online 
community of book lovers who gather on sites such as Goodreads, Wordpress, Blogger, 
Instagram (“Bookstagram”), Tumblr (“Booklr”), Twitter, Reddit, and Pinterest, known 
collectively to participants as the “Bookternet.”  Many members of BookTube are active 
participants across multiple social networks, and some users have over 200,000 subscribers 
and millions of video views. Though BookTube is a relatively small community within the 
YouTube Network (compared to top channels with millions of subscribers), it is one that is 
growing as new users begin uploading their own book-related content each day.  
Understanding what makes a YouTube video a BookTube video and what makes a 
participant in the community a BookTuber is difficult because BookTube has no formally 
defined boundaries and no explicit leadership. A search for “BookTube” on YouTube 
revealed 413,000 results as of February 11, 2017, while searches for “books” and “reading” 
reveal 45 million and 21 million results respectively (note: as of 2018, search results on 
YouTube are no longer quantified). BookTube lies somewhere in the intersection of these 
search results. It is only bound by a common topic and shared affinity for books and reading 
(for examples of typical BookTube videos, please see Appendix A). To answer my research 
questions, I looked at four elements of my research context: channels, content creators, 
videos, and commenters/comments.  
Channels 
Channels on YouTube are essentially site accounts, and users must be at least 13 
years old to create a channel. For users who choose to upload videos, their channels become 
the location where the video library can be viewed. For users who do not upload content, 




showcase content they enjoy from other channels. Channel owners have creative control over 
the content showcased on the channel, including uploaded content, playlists, featured 
channels, an about section, channel banners, the user image, featured links, and a discussion 
board.  
Figure 1.1 
Example of YouTube Channel 
 
 
Social networks on YouTube are built through people subscribing to other channels, 
and reciprocal following is not required. However, to aid in discovery of similar content, 
YouTube suggests related videos and related channels on the right side of the video play 
screen and channel landing page, respectively. For an example of a channel page, see Figure 
1.  
Content Creators 
On YouTube, all participants who make and publish videos are referred to as content 




names (eg, Beauty Guru, Candle Vlogger, BookTuber), but all of these participants in all 
sub-communities fall under the general umbrella of content creators. This general term 
captures the variety of ways in which video content is presented. Some creators star in their 
own videos, while others narrate over videogame screencasts, animate videos, film others 
from behind the camera, or set scenes of daily life to music.  
Content creators can be individuals, groups of people, or even commercial entities 
(eg, the Epic Reads channel from HarperCollins Publishers). In general, though, most 
YouTube content creation consists of personal channels where a single user writes, hosts, 
edits, and promotes the videos on his or her channel(s) and interacts with other users through 
the channel’s account. Some content creators have multiple channels, for example, a primary 
channel and a behind the scenes channel for more personal videos. Content creators may also 
run channels that straddle two or more areas of interest: for example, Casey Aonso [Casey 
Aonso] creates videos on both books and internet social commentary.   
Videos 
Videos are the heart of YouTube. According to YouTube’s press kit 
(https://www.youtube.com/about/press/), the site’s two billion monthly visitors watch over a 
billion hours of video each day. Most of these videos are under 15 minutes long. However, 
users with verified accounts can request the ability to post video that are much longer (up to 
an absolute maximum of 12 hours). Not all videos uploaded to YouTube are immediately 
publicly visible; they can be private, visible only to users with a link, or held as private until 
the user publishes the video at a future time. All videos have a description box containing 




Videos on YouTube show a view count and a comment count, and the number of 
views is usually exponentially higher than the number of comments. The difference between 
views and comments is consistent with Baym’s (1999, 2010) findings that only a very small 
percentage of users (in her case, 100 out of 300,000) ever actually post comments. This 
discrepancy points to the presence of lurkers, or users who view or read content without 
engaging with the community. Though they may be largely invisible, lurkers are important 
because views on YouTube are a significant statistic driving commercial interests in the 
content. Lurkers help content creators boost earning potential if the content creator chooses 
to monetize a video through the use of advertisements.  
Commenters and Comments 
Every video on YouTube has a comment section under the video.  The comment 
feature can be disabled, but this is rarely done. The site allows users to simultaneously watch 
videos and compose comments. Commenters must have a YouTube account, though not all 
commenters are content creators. Content creators can directly interact with their audience 
through the comment section on their videos.  
YouTube currently allows two threaded levels of comments: comments and response 
comments. A comment is a textual statement left under the video, and a response comment is 
a direct response to a specific comment. Comment threading places response comments 
directly under their respective comment, rather than in a temporally linear structure. 
Threading structures group conversations in the comment section together so different 







Participant selection for this study involved two groups of participants: channels and 
focal participants. The channels were a sample of BookTube channels created by adolescents, 
and the three focal participants were selected from that sample. The two sections that follow 
will first detail how I selected participating channels from the population at large and then 
present my process for selecting focal participants from the larger group.  
Channels 
 Participants for this study included 30 BookTube channels operated by adolescents 
between the ages of 13 and 18. To be eligible for the study, channels had to meet five 
criteria. First, the channel must be on YouTube. Second, it must feature content about books 
or reading. Specifically, it must be primarily focused on popular literature (novels and non-
fiction) and general pleasure reading practices. This classification is broad and allowed for 
explorations of what the boundaries of BookTube are, but eliminated content not relevant to 
the study. Examples of content not relevant would include narrated picture books, 
instructional videos for literacy educators, videos about writing and publishing, videos with 
links to bootleg digital books, and news stories.   
Third, the content creator must self-identify the channel as being part of BookTube, 
either through direct identification in channel or video descriptions, statement of membership 
in the context of videos, or labeling through tags and hashtags on YouTube or other social 
media (e.g., tagging a shared video with “#BookTube” on Twitter). Fourth, the content 
creator must self-identify as being either between the ages of 13-18 or a current high school 
student. To find  information about a content creator’s age, I confirmed participants’ self-




Twitter or Goodreads, and by skimming the channel’s videos for birthday videos where the 
content creator announced his or her age.  
Finally, the channel must have a history of uploading at least one video each month, 
with at least ten total videos uploaded to the site in the four months prior to the start of data 
collection. These criteria increased the odds that a channel would be active and provide data 
over the course of the study. I did not take metrics such as subscriber count or length of time 
on the site into account as initial eligibility criteria, though I did take note of these elements 
for each channel.  
To determine which channels to observe, I used snowball sampling (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). I started by searching and watching videos to find a channel that met the 
five eligibility criteria. I then clicked to follow links in that channel’s “Recommended 
Channels” list and “Related Channels” list. These lists appear on the side of a channel’s 
homepage (see Figure 1) and function as a blogroll for discovering and promoting similar 
content. Recommended channels are personally curated by a channel’s content creator and 
usually indicate channels that the content creator interacts with regularly. Related channels 
are those that the YouTube algorithm selects, usually because the two channels have 
overlapping subscribers. As I clicked through channels’ recommended and related content 
lists, I added the first 30 channels that met my eligibility criteria. I subscribed to all 30 
channels and recorded relevant information (channel name, subscriber counts, number of 
videos, date of first upload) in a spreadsheet.  
Focal Participants 
Within the snowball sample of channels, I also selected three channels to serve as 





Recommended Videos On Right Side Of Video Player  
 
Note. The small thumbnails on the left are selected by YouTube’s algorithm as recommended 
videos. I used these for snowball sampling in my channel selection. 
 
interviews with each channels’ content creator. I selected the focal participants from the 
broader sample of channels. I sorted the list of channels into three equal groups by age, with 
the goal of representing content creators of different ages. Within each list, I started at the top 
and contacted each participant until one agreed to be in the study and was able to procure 
parental consent. In this section, I introduce the three focal participants for the study (all are 
pseudonyms): Steph, Reagan, and Winona. 
Steph. Steph was 16 years old at the time of the study and was a high school junior in 
the Northeastern United States. Her channel, StephsStories (all channel names are 




the Hunger Games fandom on Instagram. Her channels features an eclectic collection of 
book-related videos, including book reviews, author interviews, and collaborations with her 
friends. At the start of the study, her channel had 125 videos and almost 4,000 subscribers. 
She has been an avid watcher of BookTube for three years, and began making her own 
videos two years before the start of the study. 
Reagan. Reagan was 17 years old at the start of the study, and a senior in high school 
in the Northeastern United States. She is college-bound and balances a rigorous course load 
with her reading and content creation hobbies, which sometimes means she posts 
intermittently in creative bursts. Her channel had 245 videos and 1,688 subscribers at the 
start of this study. Reagan’s videos often focus on diverse books and participation in 
community-wide events, such as readathons and vlogathons.  
By chance, Reagan and Steph are part of a larger group of friends formed through 
participation in BookTube. They have collaborated on several videos and attended book-
related events together offline. Reagan and Steph met when they were both part of the 
Hunger Games fandom on Instagram, but they did not become close friends until they both 
make the jump to YouTube around the same time and got to know each other through 
watching each other’s videos. 
Winona. Winona was fifteen years old during the course of this study. She was a 
sophomore in the eastern United States. She started her channel two years before the start of 
the study and had created 127 videos, many of which focus on comedy-sketch style content. 
Winona loves books, but she also loves the art of telling stories through video. She enjoys 
learning new techniques for editing tricks. In addition, she has a love for musicals and the 





Role of the Researcher  
My primary role in this qualitative study was as the instrument of data collection 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Data collection primarily consisted of participant observation 
methods. The goal of participant observation in this research was to experience BookTube as 
the participants experience the site (Boellstorff, 2008; Pole & Morrison, 2003). In traditional 
ethnography, participant observation requires living in or regular visits to the physical site.  
In virtual ethnography, full immersion in the virtual site requires spending time in BookTube 
as the site members do.  
As a participant observer, I entered the community as both a researcher and a user of 
the site (Boellstorff, 2008; Kozinets, 2010). In the early stages of preparing for this study and 
writing my proposal, I created my own channel (https://www.youtube.com/literallytara) and 
uploaded my own videos. For an example of a video I have made for my channel, please see 
Figure 3. I uploaded my first video in late February 2015 and I have posted intermittently as I 
have learned how to film and edit my content. As of September 2019 1 I have uploaded 110 
videos, gaining 500 followers and over 25,000 views. I entered the community with the 
intention of exploring it for research and laying the groundwork for this study.  
In this study, I was both an active participant and analytic observer (Boellstorff, 
Nardi, Pearce, & Taylor, 2012). As Boellstorff (2008) notes, active participation involves 
two agendas: “research and fun and games” (p. 71). In virtual spaces where one is 
conducting research, a crucial part of the process will involve the “fun and games” of trying 
new things. On YouTube, entering the site as an active participant meant both watching and 




process, from filming to editing to marketing my video, and I responded to comments on my 
videos even beyond the end of the study. I got to be creative and try to recreate the things I 
was seeing in others’ videos, but I also got to feel the frustration of trying to do something 
and learning how complex, tedious, or impossible it could be. 
Figure 1.3 
Thumbnail From Example Video From My YouTube Channel 
Note. I created my own BookTube channel as a part of this project. Creating my own channel 
allowed me to experience the many aspects of online video production that might have 
otherwise been invisible to me. 
 
Though these activities may be fun and look like an informal hobby, the element of 
playing around was crucial to experiencing the site as participants experience it. My 
engagement with the community averaged 10 to 15 hours a week, mostly due to the time-
consuming nature of video editing and uploading. By creating my own channel to upload 
videos and interact with other BookTubers, I found a greater understanding of the behind-




Procedures for Data Collection 
This study was a four-month ethnographic exploration of BookTube using fieldnotes, 
semi-structured interviews, and surveys as the primary forms of data collection. I engaged in 
formal observation and analysis of adolescent BookTubers online. I spent between 10 and 15 
hours each week watching videos, commenting on videos, and creating my own videos to 
upload to the site. Though ethnographic methods allow flexibility to incorporate “a cocktail 
of methodologies” (Hobbs, 2006, p. 102) as needed to understand the research site, this 
section will focus on the significant data collection strategies and procedures that I used to 
collect the data from both channels and participants.  
Fieldnotes  
 During my time observing in the field, I followed the fieldnote process outlined by 
Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011) by taking jottings, also known as “scratchnotes” (Sanjek, 
1990; Tratner, 2016), “condensed accounts” (Spradley, 1980), or “jot notes” (DeWalt & 
DeWalt, 2011), while in the field to aid in remembering key details for constructing more 
detailed fieldnotes at the end of the day. According to Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011), 
jottings are “preludes to full written notes” (p. 31) and consist of mnemonic trigger keywords 
or phrases written in conjunction with abbreviations, symbols, or a self-constructed system of 
shorthand (Agar, 2008; Bernard, 2006; Fetterman, 2010; Kozinets, 2010). This process 
includes six recommendations for recording jottings that inform vivid and descriptive 
fieldnotes: 
1. Jot down details of what you sense are key components of observed scenes, events, 
or interactions. 




3. Avoid characterizing scenes or what people do through generalization or 
summaries. 
4. Use jottings to capture detailed aspects of scenes, talk, and interaction. 
5. Use jottings to record the details of emotional expressions and experiences as 
expressed and attended to by those in the setting. 
6. Use jottings to signal your general impressions and feelings. (from Emerson, Fretz, 
& Shaw, 2011, pp. 31-33) 
The collective 30 channels in my sample uploaded an average of 30 videos each week 
for the duration of the three months of field note data collection. These videos were five 
minutes long on average, equaling roughly 150 minutes of content uploaded each week. 
Since I subscribed to all 30 channels, my YouTube account automatically complied these 
videos for me in a feed so I could watch them when I entered the field for data collection. 
The feed indicated which day a video was uploaded, but allowed me to watch videos several 
days after they were initially posted. 
I divided the work of watching all of these videos and taking jottings and fieldnotes 
on them to three viewing days each week: for example, I watched approximately 30-70 
minutes of video on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. I watched each video three time.  
For the first viewing I watched the video in its entirety without stopping so I could get a 
general sense of the content. I also noted objective elements such as the video creator, title, 
length, and date uploaded in this step. I took my jottings during the second viewing, pausing 
regularly to write down information. The third viewing allowed me to fill in additional notes 




a total of  about fifteen hours a week. Overall, I collected data for 402 videos over the course 
of the study.  
Jottings for this study consisted of key words and phrase noted while actively 
watching videos. I recorded jottings in a Word document under a hyperlink to the video, 
which facilitated later retrieval of the original content if needed (Tratner, 2016). As I 
watched, I wrote jottings focused on scenes, details and dialogue related to two major 
elements of my research questions: video features and community features. Video features 
included the choices the content creator made when presenting his or her video to the world. 
These included choices made across all stages of planning, creating, and disseminating the 
video on YouTube. They did not include items that were not the choice of the content 
creator, such as the general YouTube interface or content of the ads presented before, during, 
or next to the video. Community features included evidence of the networks between 
channels and participants in the community. For this study, I focused on the community 
features related to new literacies, particularly those features related to participatory cultures 
(Jenkins et. al., 2006) and affinity spaces (Gee, 2004; Lammers, Curwood, & Magnifico, 
2012). When writing my jottings, evidence of these features were recorded with shorthand 
and by paraphrasing, describing, or directly quoting relevant material observed in 
participants’ videos, video descriptions, or in the comments sections of videos.  
Following the procedures outlined by Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (2011) and others 
(Bernard, 2006; DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011; Sanjek, 1990; Tratner, 2016) my jottings were 
then developed into more detailed fieldnotes, also known as “expanded accounts” (Spradley, 
1980) or “expanded notes” (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011), to be recorded at the end of my time 




Ethnographers construct their fieldnote entries from selectively recalled and accented 
moments. Whether it be an incident, event, routine, interaction, or visual image, 
ethnographers recreate each moment from selected details and sequences that they 
remember or have jotted down: words, gestures, body movements, sounds, 
background settings, and so on. (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011, p. 46).  
These fieldnotes were elaborations of my personal jottings, and consisted of salient 
descriptions, dialogue, and characterizations from videos watched that day (Bernard, 2006). 
An example of these fieldnotes can be found in Appendix B. These notes came from the 
particular BookTube community and video features that I wanted to describe more fully 
based on data collected that day in my jottings and my own “headnotes” (DeWalt & DeWalt, 
2011; Tratner, 2016) in my memory. These notes also contained brief asides and commentary 
as part of the early stages of in-process analytic writing (Bernard, 2006; DeWalt & DeWalt, 
2011; Fetterman, 2010; Kozinets, 2010). Because descriptive fieldnotes and initial analysis 
are often penned simultaneously, I intend also used my fieldnotes to begin in-process analytic 
memos.  
Focal Participant Interviews 
 I used semi-structured interviews with the three focal participants to provide an in 
depth perspective of the community and to help me to better observe its features (Boellstorff, 
2008; Hine, 2000). Focal participants are members of a community who are leading players, 
highly visible, and can give more information about the research setting than the average 
study participant (Payne & Payne, 2004). Interviews were conducted through Today’sMeet 
(https://todaysmeet.com/), a website that allows people to create private chat rooms with 




beginning, middle, and end of the three months of formal data collection, for a total of twelve 
interviews. I each interview will lasted approximately one hour, for a total of twelve hours of 
interview data. Interview questions can be found in Appendix C.  
Community Survey 
 To capture the perspectives of the broader community of BookTube, I also distributed 
a survey using Qualtrics (http://www.qualtrics.com). The community survey was distributed 
via social media to all members in the community who wished to take it. Since I already had 
an established presence in the community in preparation for this study, I used my existing 
network of followers to help distribute and publicize the survey links through their videos, 
Twitter, blogs, and Tumblrs. The survey included three demographic questions and nineteen 
multiple-choice, fill in the blank, and open-ended questions. These questions were similar to 
the questions asked in the interviews with focal participants, and the full survey can be found 
in Appendix D. Participants of all ages answered the survey, giving a picture of the broader 
community in which my study was set.  
Data Analysis 
 I analyzed the data for this study twice. In the first round of data analysis, I focused 
on the fourth research question: How are literacy practices commodified through 
participation in BookTube? I started with this question because it is so specific and I 
suspected that initial coding would very quickly reduce the data, allowing me to practice my 
data analysis process before tackling the other more broad research questions. I was correct. I 
learned from this first round of analysis and used a different approach with my analysis for 
the first three research questions. In the sections that follow, I will break down how I 





 Across both rounds of data analysis, I followed the approaches from Miles and 
Huberman (1994). I started with data reduction of my fieldnotes through descriptive coding, 
and then built my initial descriptive codes into pattern codes. Then I developed my pattern 
codes into themes. I repeated this process for my other data sources: interview transcripts and 
survey data. At the thematic coding stage, I also began comparing and contrasting codes and 
themes across all three data sets as I build my thematic codes into arguments. Throughout 
this processes, I attempted to uphold the ethnographic value of staying “close to the data” 
(Charmaz & Mitchell, 2001) as much as possible. This was challenging in my first round of 
data analysis, so I ultimately moved to computer-assisted data analysis for the second round 
of analysis. Both rounds essentially followed the same process, but with different tools. I 
used a combination of Microsoft Word and printed paper to code by hand in the first round 
with research question number four, and MaxQDA in round two to answer research questions 
one, two, and three. In the next section, I will explain how I completed each analysis. 
Coding the Data 
 In my first round of coding, I practiced a modern variation on hand coding utilizing 
Microsoft Word and printed paper to analyze my data. I copied all of my fieldnote data into 
one massive 1,000 page Word document and turned the text into a table with each paragraph 
in its own row and a blank column to the right. I only analyzed research question number 
four in this round, so I read through the data and highlighted pieces of the text that were 
relevant to the issue of commodification in and of BookTube. I assigned each highlighted 




back to revisit sections of the data and add, combine, or modify the initial codes as I worked 
through the data (see Figure 1.4).  
Figure 1.4.  
Screenshot From Initial Coding 
 
Note. I highlighted relevant data and assigned codes in the right hand column. The numeric 
codes (25.131) in the image simply identify the participant (25) and video number (131) for 





 After my initial coding, I deleted all rows that did not have a code attached. I built the 
remaining rows into a table with an entry for each coded element and its code. I deleted any 
text that was not coded and copied any text that was coded with more than one code to create 
a unique row for each code. I then sorted the table by code and printed a sheet with each 
code.  
 At this stage, I moved to coding by hand. I spread my printed sheets on the table and 
used highlighters and pens to add notes and additional pattern codes to the groups of coded 
elements. I moved the papers around, I compared them side by side, and I grouped them 
together into themes. This was a messy process, but a fruitful one as I played with the data.  
Figure 1.5 
Photo Of Hand Coded Document 
 
Note. This is the compiled table of all segments of data coded as “ARCS – REVIEW” in the 




 Once I built my fieldnote data into themes, I completed the same process with the 
interview transcripts and survey data. Since these data sets were so small, it was relatively 
easy and fast to pull out the relevant data from these sources and code these elements. As 
similar descriptive codes, pattern codes, and themes arose, I printed these coded tables as 
well and added them to my hand-coded notes to build out the final themes and develop the 
final arguments for my findings. See Figure 1.5 for an example of the hand-coded data 
elements in this stage of my analysis.  
 In round two of coding, I made the decision to use computer assisted data analysis 
rather than modified hand coding. Modified hand coding worked well for the first stage, but I 
knew as I was doing it that the method had limitations that would be frustrating when coding 
for the more open-ended questions in my study. In particular, I knew that a single paragraph 
of text might contain multiple and overlapping layers of codes. I chose MaxQDA because it 
would still let me follow a relatively simple process for coding, but allowed me to tackle the 
massive data set more efficiently.  
Ethical Considerations 
 In order to ensure ethical research practices, I took several steps to preserve 
confidentiality and protect the study participants when appropriate. First, I submitted an 
application to Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill providing the goals of my study and all measures for ensuring ethical treatment of 
participants. Because much of the data collected for the ethnography existed online and was 
publicly available, direct consent from most content creators was not be required due to the 




their channels are included in this study, as no informed consent was be necessary or required 
by the IRB for public data.  
My work with the focal participants in this study, on the other hand, required 
informed consent. Upon approval from the IRB and before conducting interviews, I provided 
all focal participants and interview participants with informed consent forms. As all focal 
participants were under eighteen, I obtained consent forms from their guardians and assent 
forms from the participants using Qualtrics. These forms will outlined the nature of the study, 
participation requirements, and rights to withdraw at any time. Since all of the interviews 
took place on Today’s Meet, I received digital written assent at the start of each individual 
interview as well. Data from these interviews was saved digitally, and these files were stored 
on a password protected folder in a secure server space provided by the university, in 
accordance with the IRBs recommendations. Additionally, focal participants selected 
pseudonyms to ensure anonymity in all written products based on the study.  
Disclosing My Status As A Researcher  
I followed ethical practice for research in online spaces by announcing my presence 
in the community and maintaining transparency about my purpose and goals through linking 
to my research blog in my profile (Kozinets, 2010). I followed my participants with a special 
account that was only used for the purpose of my study, and the channel description 
contained information disclosing my status as a researcher: 
“This is account is being used for my ethnographic study of the BookTube 
community for my dissertation project. If I am following your channel with this 
account, it is because I am interested in your content for this study. I am following 
many channels (30), and all links to your channels will never be connected to this 
research. I will give pseudonyms to all people and channels, and I will never reveal 
which channels were included in the study. Most of my data will be reported as 
general trends and patterns over the three months of the study. If you would like to 




DOT unc DOT edu. As of August 28, 2016, this project is in the early stages and I am 
writing my proposal. You can follow this project and find additional information 
about the study (including ethical considerations and institutional 
affiliations/approval) on my blog: http://taraandersongold.wordpress.com” 
 
If, at any time, any member of the community were to read my channel description and 
express that they did not wish to be part of this study or were uncomfortable with my 
presence, I would have excluded their channel, videos, and comments from my data and 
analysis. As of writing this dissertation, no community members have made such requests.  
All of my regular community activity, including my own videos, was done through 
my “Literally Tara” channel. In the summer of 2015 I created a video for my channel called 
“Dissertation talk (why I’m here, what I’m doing)” 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lwEM2Zo1ssU&t) that explained why I joined the 
community and that I was working on the preliminary work to set up my dissertation study. 
The channel trailer video that played automatically for all non-subscriber visitors to my 
channel page during data collection also explained that I was a researcher from UNC-Chapel 










WHAT IS “BOOKTUBE?”  
ADOLESCENT IDENTITY FORMATION THROUGH AN ONLINE DISCOURSE 
Introduction 
 Every day thousands of young people flock to the Internet and social media to discuss 
their favorite topic: books. Though many alarmist narratives have framed reading as a 
diminishing practice (National Endowment for the Arts, 2004; National Endowment for the 
Arts, 2007), people under 30 are more likely to have a read a book in the past year than 
people over 30 (Zickuhr & Rainie, 2014). They also read more books each year, even among 
those who consider themselves as readers (Zickuhr & Rainie, 2014). However, young people 
are also spending a significant amount of time using technology and social media. In 2018, 
95% of teens ages 13-17 had access to a smartphone and 88% had access to a computer 
(Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Additionally, 85% of teens 13-17 report using YouTube, with 
32% saying that they use YouTube more often than other sites.  
 While some research has positioned digital media in opposition to literary reading 
(Du, 2009), many spaces on the internet and social media challenge that dichotomy by 
connecting users through their shared interest in books. For example, sites like Amazon and 
Goodreads (http://www.goodreads.com) have helped to facilitate discovery of related books 
and provide a space for the exchange of reader reviews of books. Likewise, communities of 




books and share reviews. One such space is a growing community of book lovers on 
YouTube known as BookTube. Over the past ten years, BookTube has increased in 
popularity, attracting the attention of researchers (Ehret, Boegel, & Manuel-Nekouei, 2018; 
Perkins, 2017), The New York Times (de Leon, 2018), and even Michelle Obama 
(VanDenburgh, 2019). Some of the most popular BookTube channels have amassed 
hundreds of thousands of subscribers and millions of page views.  
 In light of conversations surrounding young people and technology use, I became 
interested in how spaces like BookTube exist at the intersection of new technologies 
(YouTube) and traditional literary reading (books). Though some studies have sought to 
reframe reading practices to include digital and informational reading online (Du, 2009), I 
wanted to look at how digital communities such as BookTube can connect readers and books 
in new ways. This study seeks to explore how young people in particular use BookTube as a 
site to develop identities as readers, and is guided by the following research questions: 
1. How are the features of BookTube enacted on the site? 
2. How are adolescents’ literacy practices situated in BookTube? 
Theoretical Framework 
Sociocultural Theories of Identity 
This study employs a sociocultural perspective of identity as formed through 
participation in social practices (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). Sociocultural theorists position 
identity not as an essential element of a subject, but as socially situated, performed, and 
recognized (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998). Moreover, these theorists challenge 




contextual, socially constructed, and fluid (Foucault, 1979; Gee, 2000-2001; Holland, 
Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998; Moje & Luke, 2009).  
         Gee (2000-2001) identified four ways to view identity when engaging in analysis for 
education research. He named these four perspectives N-Identity, I-Identity, D-Identity, and 
A-Identity. N-Identities, or nature identities, are those identities that are created by forces of 
nature, and a single person might have multiple, overlapping N-Identities: daughter, sister, 
female, or blind. I-Identities, or institutional identities, are the identities bestowed upon us by 
institutions such as jobs, schools, or governments (Gee, 2000-2001). These identities can 
either be active or passive depending on whether the identity was chosen by or forced upon 
the subject. D-identities, or discourse identities, are those identities created through the 
discourse of “rational individuals” in society (Gee, 2000-2001, p. 103). These can also be 
passive (ascribed) or active (achieved). For this perspective on identity, power to create 
identities occurs through recognition of subjects as certain kinds of people. And, finally, A-
Identities, also known as affinity identities, are those in which the power to define the subject 
is found in his or her participation in practices. Gee (2000-2001) explains, “for members of 
an affinity group, their allegiance is primarily to a set of common endeavors or practices and 
secondarily to other people in terms of shared culture or traits”  (p. 105). 
 None of these identity perspectives exists in isolation because identities are multiple 
and fluid over time, as well as contextual (Foucault, 1979; Gee, 2000-2001; Moje & Luke, 
2009). A person can simultaneously be a daughter (N-Identity), an English teacher (I-
Identity), a good listener (D-Identity), and a fashion blogger (A-Identity). Moreover, a single 
identity, such as being female, can be considered from multiple perspectives. Being female 




naturally occurring identity (N-Identity) that is affixed to one’s official birth certificates and 
other government documents (I-Identity). Feminist perspectives show how being female is 
performative and that performance must be recognized by others (D-Identity) (see Butler, 
1990). Female can become an A-Identity when one joins women’s groups and identifies as 
female through the practices and culture of those groups. 
         Socially, identity is acquired and enacted through recognition work. An identity 
becomes one when it is recognized by others. To be recognized, individual actors use a 
combination of artifacts, action, and language to signify their identities (Holland, Skinner, 
Lachicotte, & Cain, 1998; Urrieta, 2007). Recognizing others’ identities also helps us form 
our own identities, both through establishing identities that are possible for individuals to 
enact and through establishing one’s identity as not something, as in Moje and Luke’s (2009) 
identity as difference metaphor. According to Gee (1999/2011), “we often enact identities by 
speaking or writing in such a way as to attribute a certain identity to others, an identity that 
we explicitly or implicitly compare or contrast to our own. We build identities for others as a 
way to build ones for ourselves” (p. 18). We constantly compare and contrast our identities 
with those of others because identity is socially situated and constructed. 
         Ultimately, theories of identity only give us a partial picture of how subjects position 
and understand themselves in society. In order to better understand how subjects understand 
themselves, we also need to examine the larger structures of language, power, and ideology 
that open and close spaces for individuals to engage in identity acquisition, recognition, and 







Gee (1999/2011) uses discourse with a lowercase-d to signify the study of language-
in-use, and Discourse with a capital-D to signify “language plus other stuff” (p. 34). Simply 
put, the “other stuff” in capital-D Discourse is a “characteristic way of saying, doing, and 
being” (Gee, 1999/2011, p. 30). Gee argues that Discourses are characterized not only by 
what is said (language), but also how it is said, who recognizes that message, what objects 
accompany the statement, and when and where it is said. Discourses include both speaking 
from socially situated identities and engaging in socially situated practices (Gee, 1999/2011). 
While Discourses are material realities, they are also social practices and the mental maps of 
how we understand the world. Essentially, a Discourse is a situated identity represented 
through the practices, words, and beliefs of the subjects who exist in that Discourse. 
         Gee (1999/2011) also outlines other characteristics that can help us dig deeper into 
understanding Discourse. According to Gee, a Discourse is not a neatly defined unit with 
distinct boundaries, but rather a system that is constantly taken up, changed, shifted, 
modified, split, merged, or abandoned by those who enact the Discourse. As with identity, 
Discourses can also be defined by what they are not, as Gee notes, “Discourses are always 
defined in relationships of complicity and contestations with other Discourses” (p. 38). These 
Discourses can be large scale, such as the Discourse of heterosexual femininity, or they can 
be small scale, such as the Discourse of a specific high school tennis team. There are 
limitless Discourses at any given time, many of which have existed in the past and will exist 
in the future, though some of these Discourses have undergone such radical shifts over time 




 Sometimes we acquire a Discourse passively or unconsciously when we acquire a 
particular way of thinking as a result of our social interactions. However, it can also be the 
case that elements of a Discourse are explicitly learned and practiced. For example, the 
Discourses of different affinity spaces (Gee, 2004) may be explicitly learned through 
participation with others in the space. Affinity spaces are either physical or virtual sites of 
informal learning grouped by “an affinity for a common interest or endeavor” (Gee, 2004, p. 
73). By engaging in the affinity space, participants also learn the Discourse of the space. Gee 
(1999/2011) describes this process as a “dance” that includes a series of “words, deed, 
values, beliefs, symbols, tools, objects, times, and places” that are intended to be discursively 
recognized (p. 36). 
 New Discourses emerge and others die all the time, and individual subject are 
constantly constructing and rejecting discursive positions (Gee, 1999/2011). These are not 
just acquired through personal contact with individual groups or people, but also through 
representations in the media (Fairclough, 1995b). In exploration of Critical Discourse 
Analysis methods for media Discourse, Fairclough argues that media representations 
communicate implicit messages about identities and relationships. Media offer us examples 
of Discourses to be analyzed, but also transmits those Discourses to the audience for 
consumption. For example, Black, Korobkova, and Epler (2014) found that the texts, 
artifacts, and tools of two toy websites mobilized gender Discourses of young children 
through differentiating between the social positions of boys and girls. Essentially, acquiring a 
Discourse means “being ‘in sync’ with others in the discourse (who) and the material items 
of the cultures (objects) in the appropriate time and place” (Gee, 1999/2011, p. 35), and 




         Once a person has acquired a Discourse, they will also enact this Discourse socially 
by engaging in performative acts that others recognize as constitutive of a particular 
Discourse. In fact, recognition as being in the Discourse is a significant component of being 
part of that Discourse. “If you get recognized…your performance is in the Discourse…If you 
don’t, it isn’t” (Gee, 1999/2011, p. 37). This enactment may be done consciously or 
unconsciously. Discourses exist because other people observe and process these 
performances and engage in the recognition work of placing those performances into their 
understanding of what kind of person the actor is: “a particular type of who (identity) 
engaged in particular type of what (activity)” (Gee, 1999/2011, p. 35). Again, this 
recognition work can be conscious or unconscious and is based on a variety of signifiers, 
including language, actions, tools, interaction, values, beliefs, symbols, objects, props, and 
places. 
         Discourses both create and are created by those who enact them. Those who are in the 
Discourse have “ways with words, feelings, values, beliefs, emotions, people, actions, things, 
tools, and places” (Gee, 1999/2011, p. 36) that are spread throughout the Discourse in the 
texts, bodies, other people, signs, and symbols of that Discourse. The Discourse is enacted 
when a subject is recognized as demonstrating these “characteristic ways of acting-
interacting-feeling-emoting-valuing-gesturing-posturing-dressing-thinking-believing-
knowing-speaking-listening” (Gee, 1999/2011, p. 40). Subjects can be recognized as 
performing several interwoven Discourses at once. If these particular Discourses are often 
enacted and recognized together, a new Discourse may come from them. Discourses, much 





Discourses as Identity “Kits” 
         A helpful metaphor for thinking about how individuals exist in, create, and enact 
Discourses is Gee’s (1999/2011) metaphor of Discourse as an “identity kit” (p. 39). While 
this metaphor obviously simplifies the acquisition and enactment of Discourse, it highlights 
how a Discourse is enacted through a variety of different media and practices. The 
Discursive identity kit is not just an instruction manual describing actions, language, and 
values, but an entire multi-media combination of dress, posturing, props, objects, signs, texts, 
gestures, places, people, and tools. This metaphor of the identity kit suggests a prescriptive 
approach to enacting and performing identity, though Discourses themselves are much less 
clear-cut, but, nonetheless it can be a good starting point for understanding the relationship 
between Discourse and identity.  
         Both performance and recognition are essential to the positioning of identities in 
Discourses. Because identity is socially situated and not an essential core identity, a 
particular identity is not considered such until it is recognized by another subject familiar 
with that identity. The knowledge of the language plus other stuff necessary to be recognized 
as a particular kind of person comes from familiarity with a Discourse. Both the person 
performing the identity and the person recognizing the identity must be familiar with the 
Discourse in order to situate the performer within the Discourse. 
 Identities are formed through acting in local spaces of performance, and, as Holland 
and Lave (2001) explain, “identities live through the practice of identification” of those 
performances (p. 29). This process occurs through Discourse, in particular through 
interpellation (Althusser, 2014; Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002). Ideology interpellates 




calling their name. The subject accepts this name. The subject is recognized as the name by 
which she or he is called, so in being recognized, the subject responds by identifying as that 
name. Interpellation is the process through which ideology and Discourse create identities 
and how subjects willingly accept those identities (Althusser, 2014). 
Methods 
General Approach 
 I conducted this study using virtual ethnographic methods (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, 
& Taylor, 2012; Hine, 2000) using YouTube as the virtual site of study. Virtual ethnography 
combines traditional ethnographic methods (Agar, 2008; Fetterman, 2010; Spradley, 1980) 
with the understanding that virtual cultures are unique spaces for ethnographic inquiry 
(Baym, 1999; Boellstorff, 2008; Hine, 2000; Hine, 2005; Nardi, 2010). Virtual ethnography 
is  
ethnography of, in and through the virtual – we learn about the Internet by immersing 
ourselves in it and conducting our ethnography using it, as well as talking with people 
about it, watching them use it and seeing it manifest in other social settings (Hine, 
2004, n.p.) 
 
 For three months I participated in BookTuber as an “active participant observer” (Dewalt & 
Dewalt, 1998), creating videos, commenting on videos, watching videos, and talking with 
community members in order to “engage in activities appropriate to the situation and to 
observe the activities, people, and physical aspects of the situation” (Spradley, 1980, p. 54). 
The virtual ethnographic approach I employed allowed me to engage in fieldwork in a field 
that is inherently partial, unclearly bound, and temporarily dislocated and conduct inquiry 








 I followed a total of thirty BookTube channels for this study over the span of three 
months. Because a significant aspect of the study was defining what BookTube is, 
formulating a method for selecting channels to participate was a challenge. I started with five 
key criteria that guided my initial explorations of the site:  
1. The channel had to be on YouTube. 
2. The channel had to be created by a YouTube account holder between the ages of 13 
and 18. I determined through a combination of checking the channel’s About page, 
checking the YouTuber’s publicly linked social media accounts, watching their 
introduction videos (usually the first video on the channel’s history), and watching 
any birthday-related videos on the channel. 
3. The channel had to primarily focus on books. I determined this by skimming through 
the channel’s history. 
4. The channel had to self-identify as a BookTube channel. I determined this by using 
YouTube’s search feature on the channel page to search for the term “BookTube,” 
and by cross-checking the channel’s linked social media profiles for references to 
BookTube. 
5. The channel had to have a history of uploading regularly. I only considered channels 
that had uploaded at least ten videos in the past four months. 
I used a modified snowball sampling method to find these channels, based on these criteria. I 
started by searching through general BookTube videos to find a video from a channel that fit 




for a channel that fit the criteria. I followed each channel. I did this until I followed thirty 
channels that met my criteria. 
Focal participants 
 I selected three participants from my sample to serve as focal participants for the 
study. Using an Excel spreadsheet, I sorted the thirty channels chronologically by the age of 
the BookTuber. I the divided the list into three groups representing the youngest 10 
BookTubers, the middle 10 BookTubers, and the oldest 10 BookTubers. Using these lists, I 
contacted the top BookTuber from each list and invited them to participate in the study as a 
focal participant. Due to the age of the participants and the difficulty of getting them to 
connect me with their parents for informed consent online, I worked my way down each list 
until a participant was able to participate with consent from their parents. The focal 
participants were (all names and channel names are pseudonyms selected by the 
participants): 
 Winona/Stranger Books. Winona is fifteen years old and a sophomore in high 
school in the eastern United States. Her channel has 127 videos and 651 subscribers. She 
likes to write skits and comedy sketches based on her favorite books, particularly popular 
fantasy series and musicals. In addition, Winona is passionate about the right of young 
people to read and takes an interest in Banned Books Week in each year. 
 Steph/StephsStories. Steph is sixteen years old and a junior in high school in the 
northeastern United States. Her channel has 125 videos and 3,095 subscribers. Steph’s 
bookshelves are a crisp white and are filled with colorful books arranged in rainbow order. 
She enjoys attending book conventions and signings with her friends, and has even had the 




 Reagan/reagansreadingroom. Reagan is seventeen years old, and a senior in high 
school in the northeastern United States. Her channel has 245 videos and 1,688 subscribers. 
Reagan enjoys reading diverse books that introduce her to experiences outside of her bubble. 
She is a senior with a heavy course load of AP and college-prep courses, which she has to 
balance with her time reading for fun and producing content for BookTube. 
Survey Participants 
 Additional data for this study came from a survey I distributed through my known 
contacts in the BookTube community. I created the survey using Qualtrics and shared the 
link using my own BookTube channel, Twitter, and private messages across both platforms. I 
also asked my peers to help me share the link and information about the survey on Twitter to 
boost participation. Thirty-three community members between the ages of 18 and 60 filled 
out the survey in full and their responses are also part of my data set for this study. 
Researcher’s Role  
 My role as a researcher in this study was as a participant observer in the community. 
In addition to observing videos, conducting interviews, and administering the survey, I also 
created my own channel and uploaded my own BookTube content to better understand the 
content creation process.  
 I came to this research through my personal experience as both a secondary school 
librarian and an avid book blogger. I started my book blog in 2010 and found that writing 
about books made me read more books, and more diverse books, than ever before. Through 
my blog, I met many fellow book enthusiasts who were reading dozens, even hundreds, of 
books a year and forming connections with other voracious readers through social media 




particular sparked my interest because it was the biggest of the platforms, with participants 
building large enough audiences to make money and grab the attention of publishers through 
their content. Studying YouTube allowed me to make my familiar community “strange” 
(Miner, 1956) by exploring it in an adjacent context. 
Data Collection 
 The data were collected over a four month period in the summer and fall of 2017. The 
data sources included fieldnotes from 396 videos, nine interview transcripts, and survey 
responses (n=33). This section will outline the procedures for how each data type was 
collected during the study. 
 The largest source of data for this study was the fieldnotes from the thirty channels I 
observed. I observed all thirty channels for three months, taking fieldnotes as I watched the 
videos. I subscribed to each of the thirty channels for three months, which meant that all 
newly uploaded videos were added to my subscription feed as soon as they were added to the 
site. Each day I would log in to YouTube and watch all new videos in my feed. The videos 
were five minutes long on average. I watched each video three times. The first time, I 
watched the video for the general content and structure. On the second watch, I took detailed 
fieldnotes. I started these notes by noting the video creator, date, title, link, length, and genre. 
Then I watched the video while taking descriptive fieldnotes on the content and features of 
the video, guided by my research questions. This required pausing often and sometimes 
replaying small sections of the video. On the third watch, I filled in additional fieldnotes as 
needed.  
 The interview data were collected over three interview stages: beginning, middle, and 




focal participant virtually using Today’s Meet (http://www.todaysmeet.com), a chat website 
that allowed me to set up private rooms and email the links to participants for each interview 
and download the chat transcripts upon completion of interview. I used a semi-structured 
interview format and each interview lasted approximately one hour. I completed the first 
round of interviews during the first month of the study, the second in the second and third 
month, and the final round of interviews took place in the month following the conclusion of 
video data collection. I completed nine interviews for this study. 
 The survey data were collected using Qualtrics online survey software. I created a 
series of nineteen questions based on my research questions, including three demographic 
questions (see Appendix C). These questions generally paralleled the questions asked in the 
semi-structured interviews, but were focused on capturing the experiences of participants of 
all ages across the community, rather than just adolescents in order to contextualize the 
experiences of young people within the community as a whole. 
Analysis 
 I completed the analysis for this study using MAXQDA software and four stages of 
data analysis. First, I descriptively coded all of the data using my research questions as a 
frame (Hine, 2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Second, I continued to condense the data by 
organizing these codes into pattern codes, combining them and generalizing the categories. 
Third, I built these pattern codes into larger themes. Finally, I shaped these themes into 








Being Recognized: What Is and Isn’t BookTube 
 One of the first questions I struggled with in this research was fundamental to 
exploring this community: what is BookTube? BookTube has no formally defined 
boundaries. It is not a single website or sub-section of a website. There is no way on 
YouTube for BookTubers to explicitly tag or categorize their content as BookTube content. 
BookTube content is defined by the individual members of the community, and the 
boundaries are at once porous, fluid, and relative. Any individual BookTuber may have a 
slightly different interpretation of what he or she considers BookTube to be. When I started 
my research, I set the most basic parameters I could to select videos for observation, with the 
understanding that even those parameters might shift or change as I studied the community.  
 My goal initially was to define the community beyond my usual description of, 
“BookTube is a sub-community of YouTubers who talk about books.” For this, I turned to 
my participants to understand how they understand their community and its boundaries. 
Winona’s definition of the community was similar to my own: “[BookTube is] people who 
make youtube videos about books.” But Reagan and Steph both elaborated on this a bit more. 
According to Steph, BookTube is “a community on Youtube [sic] that focuses on discussing 
literature through traditional book reviews as well as more creative videos, such as tags, skits 
and challenges.” Steph’s definition hints at the existence of different genres of videos within 
the Discourse, as well as Discourse- specific terminology like “tag” and “challenge.” 
Reagan’s definition focused on the relationships between participants, describing it as both 




of the best ways to get recommendations of books today as well as a way to make friends that 
you'd never have otherwise.” 
 To refine this understanding, I also wanted to know what makes a particular video a 
“BookTube video.” Winona’s definition was the most open, declaring that, “a booktube [sic] 
video [is] a video that mentions books and discusses opinions on them.” Steph agreed with 
this general interpretation as well, but added the caveat that the majority of BookTube videos 
are centered around young adult (YA) literature. She even goes so far as to say that videos 
about YA are “even more a part of the community” and considered “the ‘traditional’ 
Booktube video.” Reagan, on the other hand, did note that “any video about books is 
considered Booktube,” but also noted that these videos could be “only loosely connected to 
books.” She gives the example of vides she has seen that share original songs around about 
or fashion shows inspired by a book. Most interestingly, though, she further expands to her 
definition to any video created by a BookTuber. “Honestly,” she explains, “if someone states 
you're a Booktube channel, I consider any video they make to be a Booktube video.” 
 Winona, Steph, and Reagan all agree on some basic criteria for BookTube videos. 
They all agree that the videos are hosted on YouTube, and that books play a role. For Steph 
and Winona to consider content to be BookTube content, books should be a focus of the 
individual video, whereas Reagan believes the key factor is that the channel hosting the video 
be focused on books. Certain outlier videos came up in our conversations that challenged 
these definitions, such as videos about books made by YouTubers whose channels do not 
normally focus on books. For example, popular YouTuber Grace Helbig often posts videos 
about the books she has written, and sometimes features books written by her YouTube 




so did Winona. But Winona further explained that she, “wouldn't consider them a booktuber 
because it isn't one of the videos they usually do.” Likewise, she adds that “a booktuber can 
make a non booktube [sic] video.” When asked if she though Grace’s book videos were part 
of BookTube, Steph pondered this idea before coming to her ultimate conclusion 
My first thought was no. I guess a Booktube video is also classified by the rest of the 
channel's content. So if Grace's (for example) channel was all about books, then this 
upload would be considered a Booktube video. But considering the typical content on 
her (or most mainstream youtubers') channel, a book related video would seem more 
like a favorites video rather than a typical Booktube video. 
 
For Steph, the content of the channel hosting the video is a key piece in determining whether 
or not a video is part of BookTube. But she also considers another key element, which is 
genre (here, she mentions the favorites video, a common YouTube genre).  
From all three participants’ definitions, we can see several themes. BookTube videos 
are on YouTube and they focus on books. Similarly, these videos come from channels that 
have declared a focus on books. And, finally, the relationships between the videos and 
channels plays a key role in the Discourse. These videos and content creators are connected 
to each other through “close-knit” relationships they build through viewing, subscribing, and 
commenting on other videos. BookTube channels and videos are part of the Discourse of 
BookTube if they are recognized as such by other members of the Discourse. This need not 
be all members of the Discourse (thus, Winona, Steph, and Reagan’s slight variations in 
definition of BookTube), but BookTubers are BookTubers through performing the Discourse 
of “BookTuber” and being recognized as doing so. Indeed, my research observing the 
community revealed many elements that make up the identity kits BookTubers might employ 
to engage in the Discourse. The following sections will outline prominent features of the 




The Discourse of YouTube: Anatomy of a BookTube Video 
 Across all 400 videos observed in this study, clear features emerged that were 
consistent among many of the videos. BookTube videos have their own rhythm, structure, 
props, settings, and vocabulary. This section will consider the features of BookTube videos 
that participants utilized to enact the Discourse of BookTube 
Setting  
 One significant way that BookTubers identify themselves as BookTubers is through 
their choices in backgrounds and settings for their videos. The majority of videos in this 
study were filmed in the BookTuber’s home, often in their bedroom. Participants frame 
themselves either waist--up or chest-up in the camera, standing in in front of bookshelves 
filled with books. Of the thirty channels I followed, twenty primarily filmed in front of 
bookshelves and an additional seven filmed in their bedrooms (one channel uploaded no 
videos, one only uploaded one vlog from a convention, and one filmed in her living room).  
Video opening  
 Many of the BookTubers observed in this study opened their videos with a unique 
standard greeting. For example, Autumn (alwaysreading) opens all of her videos by throwing 
out her arms and saying, “Hello, lovelies! It’s Autumn, here. Today we are going to be 
talking about…” Ruby (Ruby Reader) opens all of her videos with, “Hey, guys, it’s Ruby and 
welcome back to my channel. For today’s video I’m going to be doing…” Across all videos, 
these openings typically consisted of three elements: a greeting, the BookTuber’s name, and 
a statement of the topic for the video. For many participants, these openings were standard 
across all (or most) of their videos, creating a sense of familiarity for viewers and a sense of 




 A few channels went beyond the standard greeting and also included an opening title 
sequence. These sequences consisted of either motion-graphic segments or edited video clips 
set to music and display the channel name and/or video title at the end of the sequence. The 
opening sequences are used across all of the channel’s videos, much like the opening theme 
song/credits for a television show. For example, Charlotte (Charlotte’s Books) starts all of 
her videos with a six-second motion-graphic sequence set to 80’s-esque synthesizer music. 
Bold neon lines slide in from all sides across a black background and around the channel title 
“Charlotte’s Books” in the middle of the screen. Upon completion of this sequence, Charlotte 
transitions to footage shot in her bedroom, in which she opens with her standard greeting, 
“Hello there, it’s Charlotte. So today I come to you with…”.  
A second example is Bebe (Author of My Life), who opens her videos with a 
standard greeting as a “cold open” and then edits in a five-second sequence of eight still 
images of herself edited together in rapid succession, set to the beat of a pop song. Each 
image also includes a single, large, bold word of her video title. The images feature Bebe in 
different, active poses, such as “dabbing” and pointing finger-guns at the camera. The result 
is a unique opening title sequence for each video set in a familiar style, an identity marker for 
her channel. 
Vocabulary 
 Another prevalent feature of the videos in this study was the use of Discourse-specific 
vocabulary. I found evidence of many terms, especially acronyms, that participants use in 
conjunction with their identity as BookTubers. Some examples of BookTube vocabulary that 




ACOMAF/ACOWAR. These are acronyms for A Court of Mist and Fury and A 
Court of War and Ruin by Sarah J Maas. Participants would pronounce them as words (eg, 
“ako-maff” and “ako-war”) rather than acronyms in their videos. These two books were very 
popular during my time in the field for this study because Maas had just released A Court of 
War and Ruin, the third book in the trilogy (the first is A Court of Thorns and Roses, aka 
ACOTAR). These acronyms are representative of the general trend of compressing 
longer/popular book titles into acronyms. Other examples include THUG (The Hate U Give 
by Angie Thomas), TFiOS (The Fault in Our Stars by John Green), and TATBILB (To All 
The Boys I’ve Loved Before by Jenny Han). 
ARC. “Advanced Reader Copy.” An ARC (pronounced “ark”) is a pre-release 
version of a book sent by publishers for promotional purposes. The books are either digital 
files or low-quality paperbacks. Two popular sources for ARCs are Netgalley (a digital ARC 
requesting portal) and BookCon (a huge book convention). 
Description/Downbar/Doobly-Do. These terms all refer to the customizable 
description box displayed under the each video on YouTube’s interface. Content creators can 
add extra information, such as book titles and hyperlinks, in the description box and often 






Example Of Description Box 
 
Note. This is an example of the description box from a video on my own BookTube channel. 
I used it to include links to websites mentioned in the video, as well as my social media. I 
also gave credit to the source of my music. 
 Readathon. A readathon is an event hosted by a BookTuber or group of BookTubers 
where participants are invited to read as much as they can over a period of time as a “reading 
marathon.” They might have a theme, such as the Emojiathon Readathon, where participants 
are challenged to read books from different categories related to emoji (eg, “💖: Read a 




include video challenges. They often also include book sprints on Twitter, where 
participants read as much as they can in a short amount of time (usually 15-30 minutes) and 
share their progress with peers. The two biggest readathons I observed were BookTubeaThon 
and the Summer Biannual Bibliothon, both of which lasted seven days.  
 Reading Slump. A period of time in which the BookTuber lacks interest in reading 
or struggles with DNFing too many books. This is usually used as an explanation for why the 
BookTuber has not shared any new books recently or why they have failed to upload new 
content.  
 Ship. Short for relationship, a ship is a romantic pairing between characters that the 
BookTuber enjoys, supports, or is rooting for. Ship can be used as a noun (“What are your 
favorite ships?”) or a verb (“I ship Molly and Reid [from The Upside of Unrequited by Becky 
Albertelli) so hard!”). One’s favorite ship is known as their OTP (“one true pairing”). 
 Spoiler. A spoiler is when the ending or key plot elements of a story are revealed 
before the recipient has time to consume the story him or herself, thus spoiling the ending. 
BookTubers make a point to mention when they might reveal a spoiler in a video so that they 
can avoid ruining the reading experience for anyone who has not yet read the book. Spoilers 
can be denoted verbally (“Now I’m going to get into spoilers here, so if you haven’t read 
ACOWAR, stop watching now!”), with a text screen added in editing, or in the title of the 
video (“ACOWAR BookTalk | SPOILERS!”).  
TBR. “To be read.” A BookTuber’s TBR is the list of books he or she wants to read 
in the future. This list can be mental, digital, or physical (a “TBR Pile”), and can be time-
dependent (eg, a July TBR). For example, Kim (Reading 24/7) posted a video called 




wanted to read over summer vacation. TBRs are often shared, tracked, and commented upon 
by other BookTubers. However, some participants also expressed feeling stressed out by 
their TBRs. In one video, Autumn (alwaysreading) exclaims, “My TBR is swallowing me. 
SWALLOWING me.” 
Figure 2.2 
Thumbnail From BooksandLaLa's Video "BookTube Glossary." 
 
VEDA. “Vlog every day in April.” VEDA is a YouTube challenge to get in the habit 
of uploading videos every day for a month. The intention is to produce in-the-moment, less 
polished vlogs rather than highly produced content. The monthly challenge has become 
popular enough that challenges have been created for other months as well: VEDA (August), 
VEDIF (February), Vlogmas, and Vlogtober. 
Editing 
 Though editing is largely a behind-the-scenes activity, there were some noticeable 




transitions. When two video segments are edited together, most editing programs offer 
different transition options. These can be smooth and simple, such as a fade in or a dissolve 
designed to gently blend one clip into another, or creative and noticeable, such as a turning 
cube or a shattering tiles. Jump cuts are transitions between edited clips that are deliberately 
rough, but very simple to do, particularly for YouTubers who shoot with a single camera in a 
fixed location. The YouTuber takes the raw videos footage and digitally removes all of the 
unwanted parts, leaving behind dozens, if not hundreds, of clips all spliced together, creating 
the illusion of jumping through time.  
 Jump cuts are relatively easy to do, since they involve literally just cutting out the 
unwanted parts, but they do take some time to perfect. Sometimes this could be observed in 
videos where the BookTuber cut a bit too much off the end or beginning of a phrase. In 
general, though, videos with heavy jump cut editing were more dense in terms of talking 
time, as the editing removed things like filler words, errors, pauses, rambling, and non-
sequiturs. All videos in this study employed jump cuts in editing. A small handful also used 
other types of transition effects, including flipping tiles, spinning cubes, blur-ray, sliding 
screen, spin-out frame, spin-out frame, keyhole, swap-out, and diagonal cross-wipe. These 
were mostly used to mark big transitions in the video, such as from the video opening to the 
main content of the video or between items in a verbal list.  
 The other major trend in this set of videos was the use of text, image, and graphic 
overlays. These overlays, added in editing, are layered on top of the moving image content to 
support, enhance, or correct information presented in the video. Text overlays observed 
included video titles, section headings, spoiler warnings, book titles, author names, numbers 




(“why do my hands looks so weird?”) added in editing. The most common image overlays 
observed were book cover images. Graphic overlays included vector graphics of stars for star 
ratings of books and social media icons. Participants used these overlays to supplement their 
video content and provide critical information to the viewer.  
Ending a Video 
 Like video openings, sign-off phrases in BookTube consist of both a standardized set 
of verbal elements and unique-to-the-channel phrases/actions intended to personalize the exit 
in a way that is identifiable as a signature for the channel. All videos ended with some 
combination of these eight verbal elements: a restatement of the video’s topic, a call for 
viewers to comment, a call for viewers to subscribe, a call for viewers to like the video, a call 
for viewers to follow the BookTuber on other social media platforms, thanking the viewer for 
watching, a promise to see the viewers again in a future video, and a valediction. For 
example, Ruby (rubyreader) ended one of her videos  
And there you guys have it, those are all the books I read in the month of April. 
(restatement of the video topic) 
Let me know your thoughts and opinions down below, I’d love to hear your thoughts 
and let me know if you’ve read these books, or what you read this month and all that 
jazz. Let me know down below, (call to for viewers to comment) 
and feel free to check me out on Instagram, Tumblr, Pinterest. Goodreads, uh, what 
else do I have? Twitter! And all that shit. It’s down below if you care. (call for 
viewers to follow the BookTuber on other social media platforms) 
But I’ll see you all very soon with a new video, (a promise to see the viewers again in 
a future video) 
and thank you so much for watching. (thanking the viewer for watching) 
Bye! (valediction) 
 
Ruby also ends by pushing the palm of her hand over the camera lens, a signature move that 
she does in almost all of her videos. Other BookTubers have notable signature that they use 
at the end of each video, usually as their valediction. Janna (JannaBanana) holds up her 




reading! Byyyyyyyyeee!” at the end of each of her videos. Mike (One Page at a Time) 
combines his signature phrase, “I will see you guys soon in another one of my videos, bye!” 
with the action of saluting the camera and dropping to the floor. These action are all methods 
whereby the BookTuber can put a personalized spin on the standard exit to construct a 
unique channel identity within the Discourse. It is still recognizable to others as a video exit, 
but it is also crafted to be recognized as “the way Mike/One Page at a Time ends every 
video” or “the way Jamie/readaholic ends every video.”  
Video Genres: Reviews and Wrap-Ups and Tags, Oh My! 
 In this study, I also wanted to categorize BookTube videos into different genres. 
There exists a wide variety of BookTube video genres, allowing BookTubers to participate in 
the community in different ways. Video genres have been observed in previous research on 
YouTube, such as Simonsen’s (2011) categorization of videos he observed on the site in its 
early years. He categorized videos in nine genres: vlogs, musical performances, how-to and 
instructional, YouTube moments, artistic and lyrical, political statements, short narratives & 
sketches, parodies, and interviews and reporting (Simonsen, 2011). Within my data set, the 
vast majority of videos could be categorized as vlogs, a finding in alignment with 
Simonsen’s study and Burgess and Green’s (2009) earlier studies on the platform. A vlog, 
according to Simonsen, is, “a form of video blogging that is presented through a first person 
camera and communicates directly to the viewer” (Simonsen, 2011, p. 84). While I also 
observed musical performances, how-to videos, artistic videos, sketches, and interviews, over 
95% of the videos I observed could be described as vlogs.  
 However, in defining genres and categories within the Discourse of BookTube, I 




content. In my analysis, I discovered that BookTube has many of its own genres videos 
specific to the Discourse. For example, videos described as vlogs by BookTubers had 
features quite different from the traditional definition of a vlog. Since pretty much everything 
on BookTube could be considered a vlog, vlogs on BookTube take on a unique Discourse-
specific meaning. Moreover, BookTube videos sometimes featured overlapping genres. In 
my analysis, I determined that there are fifteen genres of BookTube videos represented in my 
data:  
1. Announcements and News. Announcement videos inform viewers about 
upcoming channel content on the channel, giveaways, or news within the 
reading community.  
2. Currently Reading. In these videos, BookTubers share the books that they are 
reading on that day. They usually hold up the book, give a brief summary of 
the plot, and discuss how they are feeling about the book so far. A common 
community hashtag for sharing and promoting currently reading videos is 
#FridayReads. 
3. Discussion. Discussion videos are intended to begin a dialog with viewers, 
and thus focus on big questions, debates, and trends in the community. 
Viewers may respond on the video’s comments by creating their own 
discussion videos in response or by starting a conversation on another social 
media platform. For example, in Beth’s (2darlingdimples) video “Labeling 
Books Problematic?”, she creates what is essentially a video essay on the 
topic of problematic books, complete with specific examples of how 




invited the viewers to debate the issue with her in the comments, and many 
did.  
4. Games and Challenges. Games and challenges are a fun, silly side of 
BookTube. Game ideas are usually borrowed from other channels, such as the 
blindfold book challenge, where participants try to guess a book from their 
shelf by just feeling it. The video is a challenge if another BookTuber has 
called upon the BookTuber to do the task, and then the BookTuber will 
challenge other specific channels to do the task as well. Popular challenges 
observed in this study included spelling a book title using books (the “Say My 
Name” challenge), saying as many book titles as one can in 60 seconds (the 
“Infinite Book Challenge”), and sharing bookish pick-up lines (the “Do You 
Come Here Often?” challenge).  
5. Haul and Unhauls. A haul is sharing all of the books a BookTuber has 
obtained from a particular source (eg, videos titled “Book Outlet Book Haul!” 
or “Huge BookCon Book Haul”) or over a particular period of time (eg, 
videos titled “July Book Haul 2017” or “Birthday Book Haul”). These usually 
represented books purchased or given to the BookTuber, but I also observed 
videos sharing both unhauls (sharing books one is giving away) and library 
hauls. 
6. How-Tos. How-tos are videos where participants share knowledge with the 
community. The how-tos observed in the video data were largely sharing 
insider advice about attending BookCon. However, both Steph [Steph’s 




emmmabook’s (a popular BookTube channel not part of this study) video 
series “BookTube 101” when starting their own channels.    
7. Reader-Submitted Questions. These videos, also known as Q&As, consist of 
BookTubers answering questions solicited from viewers either via video 
comments or Twitter. The BookTuber read the question and provides an 
answer. Q&As were often done to celebrate subscriber milestones, such as 
reaching 500 subscribers.  
8. Recommendations and Lists. These videos featured the BookTuber sharing a 
set of books, typically within a specific category, that he or she has read 
and/or recommends. I also included lists of things like favorite characters, 
favorite ships, and favorite authors in this category.  
9. Review. Book reviews would be considered the core of BookTube, even 
though they are not the most common video genre. These videos consist of a 
BookTuber’s thoughts and observations on a book after she or he has read it. 
Some were short (< 3 minutes), and some were quite long (> 60 minutes). I 
observed two sub-genres of review: spoiler-free reviews and spoiler-reviews. 
Spoiler-free reviews were aimed toward others who had not yet read the book, 
while spoiler reviews (also called “Book Chats,” “Book Talks,” and “Book 
Discussions”) were aimed at sharing thoughts with others who had also read 
the book. 
10. Skits and Comedy. This category largely consisted of videos created for 
various readathon challenges or videos created by a small handful of 




In these videos, participants will act out funny observations about reading or 
scenes inspired by books. For example, one of the BookTubeAThon 
challenges was to reenact a scene from a book, so I observed several videos 
acting out scenes from books. Often these videos include minimal props, 
costumes, and scenery, and are filmed around the BookTuber’s home. The 
BookTuber often plays all of the different characters as well, using camera 
angles and editing to create the illusion of dialogue between discrete 
characters.  
11. Tag. Tag videos are light-hearted video questionnaires based on a theme. The 
BookTuber has a set of questions, such as “Do you read ahead or even skip 
pages?” or “Name a book that put you into a reading slump,” and verbally 
provides the responses to the question. A popular tag in this study was the 
“OMG This Song Book Tag,” where participants answered ten questions 
pairing songs and books in categories such as “Chill” and “Throwback.” At 
the end, the BookTuber tags other BookTubers to complete the tag as well.  
12. TBR. A TBR videos is one in which the BookTuber shares the books 
currently on his or her To Be Read list. These were most commonly featured 
as monthly TBRs combined with wrap-ups from the prior month’s reading 
(see below). 
13. Unboxing. Unboxings are similar to hauls, but they feature items purchased 
online. The BookTuber holds up the box and cuts it open on screen, taking out 
the items and seeing them for the first time, sharing that experience with 




by publishers for promotional purposes and of subscription boxes 
(monthly/quarterly themed boxes with surprise content). 
14. Vlog. Though pretty much all of the videos in this study could be considered 
vlogs by the traditional definition, BookTubers consider Vlogs to be a specific 
type of videos where they share clips from in-the-moment experiences, such 
as reading a book or attending a book signing.  
15. Wrap-up. Wrap-ups are a BookTuber’s list of all the books he or she read in 
the previous week, month, or season. The BookTuber either holds up the book 
or displays an image of the cover on the screen, and gives a (often brief) 
review and reaction to their reading experience. Many wrap-ups also included 
star ratings for each of the books.  
 Internet trends are constantly shifting and changing, so this list inherently represents 
the genres of BookTuber as observed in a specific time frame with a specific set of videos. 
These genres may, thus, change and shift as well. But they represent templates for 
participation in the Discourse. For example, haul videos are a feature of the larger Discourse 
of YouTube, but book haul videos position the video as part of BookTube. Many of these 
genres have been borrowed and adapted from general YouTube culture with books added -- 
particularly hauls, tags, games, reviews, unboxings, skits, reader-submitted questions. But 
other genres, such as wrap-ups, TBRs, and currently reading, are unique to BookTube.  
Goal Setting and Tracking: Perceptions of Accountability  
 A significant value for the BookTubers in my study was setting goals and tracking 
reading progress. Even if these goals were not always met, almost all (n=27) channels  


























































































































































































































































































































































   
   











































































































































































































































































































































































































































   

















































































































































































































































wanted to read, and/or check-ins on progress toward those goals. Moreover, many 
BookTubers had multiple reading goals they were tracking at one time. In this section, I will 
discuss how reading goals were set and tracked, as well as how participants discussed their 
successes and failures in meeting these goals.  
Goals 
 BookTubers set goals for how many books and which titles they would like to read. 
These goals fell into two categories: temporal and thematic. Temporal reading goals are time-
based goals, usually yearly, seasonal, or monthly. Thematic goals are TBR lists based around 
a particular theme, such as reading books by debut authors or reading fantasy books. Both 
temporal and thematic reading goals could be general (eg, wanting to read six books in July) 
or specific (eg, wanting to read When Dimple Met Rishi, Alex Approximately, and The Both 
Die in the End in July). 
For example, for yearly reading goals, many channels used the Goodreads Challenge 
feature to declare and track the number of books they read in a calendar year. Direct 
references to setting these Goodreads goals are more prominent in January videos, but 
several channels made references to their Goodreads reading goals for the year during the 
summer months of my study. Ruby (Ruby Reader) set an ambitious goal of 150 books in 
2017 and Bebe (Author of My Life) set a goal of 50, while Kit (BookKIT) preferred a more 
modest goal of 20 books. Channels that did not mention their goals directly in their videos 
often had their Goodreads page linked in the description box. Goodreads places a goal 
tracker on challenge participant’s homepages, so it was easy to click through and see a 




I also observed many monthly TBR videos, which represented specific temporal 
reading goals. Many of channels posted these videos every month, labeling them simply as 
“May TBR.” These videos featured the BookTuber listing the specific titles of two to ten 
books he or she wanted to read in that month. The BookTuber would hold the book up, share 
what the book is about and why he or she wanted to read it, and sometimes tell how the book 
was acquired. It was also fairly common for BookTubers to ask viewers to weigh in on the 
books by sharing their reactions in the comments.  
The basic structure of these goal setting videos was consistent across all 32 TBR 
videos I observed in this study, but another interesting theme also emerged: BookTubers 
tended to qualify their TBR lists by telling viewers that they probably wouldn’t read every 
book they listed. They also used similar language to explain why their lists were not longer 
that month. For example, Tiffany’s [Reading Forever] May TBR video explained, “May is 
kind of a busy month for me this month. A lot of things are happening, and I don’t know if 
I’m going to be able to read a ton.” With AP exams and end of school activities, she knew 
she might not have as much time to read in May. Tiffany shared three books she wanted to 
read, but promised viewers that summer vacation will mean she can read so much more once 
school is out.  
This type of qualification pointed to BookTubers feeling accountable to their 
audiences to read the books that they say they plan to read. These reading goals are not set in 
stone, but the perception of the audience can be a strong motivator to want to follow through. 
It is the difference between writing down a few books you might want to read versus telling 
other people what you plan to read – and then reporting back to them at the end of the month 




they wanted to read, they also shared a lot of content covering what they did read, which I 
tagged as “tracking” in my analysis. The following section will look at how BookTubers 
shared their goal tracking through their videos. 
Figure 2.3 
Example Of Goodreads Challenge Trackers 
 
Tracking 
 The most common form of tracking I observed was in the reading wrap-ups. These 
videos almost always started with the BookTuber stating how many books he or she read that 
month, and comparing that number to his or her expectations. Sometimes these expectations 
were explicitly stated in prior TBR video, but Wrap-Up videos were slightly more common 
(n=40) than TBR videos overall, so not all goals were explicitly stated to the BookTuber’s 




particularly good reading month, finishing seven books. Cody (Bookish Cody) shared 10 
books for a combined three-month wrap-up, but lamented at the end of the video that only 
reading ten books in three months meant that he was falling behind on his Goodreads 
Challenge goal of 50 books.  
 Ruby (Ruby Reader) mentioned setting a yearly Goodreads Challenge goal of reading 
40 books in 2017, posted regular monthly wrap-ups of the books she completed each month, 
and posted both a TBR and a wrap-up for BookTube-a-Thon. One of her videos was a mid-
year reading goals check-in, where she reviewed her progress on her many reading goals for 
the year: the Goodreads Challenge, a goal to read twelve classics, a goal to participate in a 
readathon every month, a goal to read a book each month from her “book bucket list,” and 
her goal to read more books recommended to her by her friends on BookTube. She stated 
that she was on-track with most of her goals except for the last two. She also discussed how 
she is trying to feel less stressed out by the number of books she has in each of her wrap-ups 
I’m always saying on my channel “try not to focus too much on the number,” like, 
please don’t be upset if you don’t read enough a month. Even though I do get upset. 
Like, sometimes I’ll get kind of annoyed with myself if I don’t read as much as I 
would like to. So, it used to be like, I used to like give myself shit for not reading a 
certain amount, like last year especially. But this year I’m a lot more chillax with 
myself, like, okay if you didn’t read like 15 books this month, it’s okay, I’m proud of 
what I read this month. 
 
Both Cody and Ruby, among others, demonstrated similar qualifications of their reading as 
observed in the reading goals videos, just expressed after the fact. Tracking and sharing one’s 
reading publicly on BookTube was often framed as a success or a failure to meet the intended 
goal. Even though most BookTubers were likely reading more than the general public, they 
are still comparing themselves to two entities: themselves and other BookTubers. All 




also observe these performances from other BookTubers through participation in the 
community. Though many BookTubers are intrinsically motivated to read, as is clear from 
their enthusiasm for BookTube, participation in BookTube also adds an element of extrinsic 
motivation – in the form of video views, comments, and subscribers – that can result in a 
need explain, qualify, and apologize to the audience for not meeting verbalized reading goals.  
Discussion and Implications for Instruction  
 BookTube is a Discourse community centered around the sharing of one’s reading 
life through publicly uploaded videos on YouTube. Participation in BookTube involves 
utilizing an “identity kit” (Gee, 1999/2011) for the Discourse and employing that identity kit 
in such a way that others in the Discourse recognize the BookTuber and his or her videos and 
channel as being a part of Discourse. The Discourse of BookTube is more than just the 
language surrounding these videos, but includes all of the elements of this identity kit: 
actions, values, dress, posturing, props, objects, signs, texts, gestures, places, people, and 
tools. In my analysis I have covered identity kid elements such as bookshelf settings, 
BookTube vocabulary, video genres, video structures, and the Discursive values of goal 
setting and tracking. These are just a few of the elements that make up the BookTube identity 
kit as observed in my video sample, but they begin to paint a picture of this community.  
 Research in reading motivation has suggested reading communities help to develop 
strong readers (Ross, McKechnie, & Rothbauer, 2006). While the physical act of reading 
may be an independent activity, readers are not reading in isolation – they are reading within 
the context of their classrooms, their schools, and their communities. They are also reading 
within these contexts with their families, peers, friends, and teachers. We as educators want 




hand-in-hand. If we want students to become readers, we have to help them build their own 
identities as readers within many contexts, but especially within the contexts of our schools 
and classrooms.   
 The implications for this study are not to have educators guide students to create 
BookTube channels, but rather to consider how the elements of forming a community of 
readers can be implemented in the classroom. Gallagher (2009) argues that traditional 
secondary reading instruction is killing adolescents’ love of reading by focusing on 
standardized testing, limiting authentic reading experiences, overteaching books with 
countless comprehension questions, and underteaching books by not supporting students 
when they tackle challenging books. Instead, reader’s and writer’s workshop approaches like 
those proposed by Atwell (1987/2014, 2007), Miller (2009), Miller and Kelley (2013) allow 
students to build the kind of reading communities that help them build identities and 
communities as readers. Specifically, I believe that this study suggests four key practices that 
would aid in developing voracious readers: 
1. Teachers should guide students in setting personalized reading goals. 
2. Students should have as much choice as possible when selecting texts, with the 
guidance of a teacher. 
3. Students should be exposed to a literature-rich environment. 
4. Students should be encouraged to share their reading with each other. 
 To guide students in setting personalized reading goals, teachers should consider how 
each student might grow themselves as a reader over the course of the year in that classroom. 
This process would necessarily start with having the student discuss or write about their life 




read? What books has the student loved? What genres and formats does the student prefer? 
Based on this information, the student could then create a plan or set of goals to shape their 
growth as a reader. Miller (2009) recommends 40 books as a starting point, but this number 
is flexible. For example, I had a student in my media center this year who proudly read over 
200 books last year. However, most of these books are within a single genre – YA fantasy. 
That student’s goal might be to try new genres of books, or read more challenging classics 
from the genre. I had another student who claims to have not read a book since sixth grade, 
so her goal might be twenty books of any genre. Ideally, reading goals would be set early in 
the school year through a collaborative discussion between the student and the teacher, and 
this goal would remain flexible throughout the year. These goals would also honor the 
student’s reading preferences and comfort zones while still giving space to try new things. 
Students could also track these goals in a journal or on a blog, sharing and reflecting on their 
progress. 
 The second and third practices go hand-in-hand: students should be given choice in 
text selection, and these choices should come from a text-rich environment. One easy way to 
achieve this is through regular trips to the school library media center to check out books. If 
students make regular visits to the library with their class and are familiar with its collection, 
they may also be more likely to visit on their own. Teachers can collaborate with school 
library media coordinators to provide booktalks to students and to help connect students to 
books that meet their interests and goals. If the school does not have a library, teachers could 
also work with local public libraries to give students access to their collections, including 




 Finally, students should be encouraged to share their reading with each other. This 
could take many forms. Rather than sharing their year-long goals with the class (which might 
encourage a competitive feel or comparison between students), student might share a 
monthly TBR lists with a smaller group of peers. They could posts book reviews to a 
personal or class blog, or share booktalks with small groups or the whole class. One simple 
way to get students talking is to have them meet regularly with a group of peers to discuss 
what they are reading and how they are feeling about it. Recommendations from peers can 
hold as much, if not more, weight as recommendations from a teacher  
 Moreover, this research indicates that a reader’s workshop approach in particular 
could benefit from a digital component. BookTube videos can serves a book talks, or 
students could create their own video reviews, skits, and games based on what they have 
read. Teachers could also incorporate elements such as TBR lists, monthly reading wrap-ups, 
and yearly reading challenges using tools like student blogs and Goodreads-style trackers. 
Like BookTube, a key element for these activities would be in sharing them not just with 
teachers and parents, but with other students in the class. If students have their classmates 
and peers as part of their reading community, their exposure to new books and reading 
enthusiasm has the potential to increase exponentially.  
 It should be noted that some practices do not complement and support the four 
practices discussed here, even though they are common in schools. For example, programs 
like Accelerated Reader quantify reading in a way that is inflexible and potentially harmful to 
true free-choice reading (Krashen, 2003). It can be a useful tool for some students, but 
program inherently limits texts to those for which the school has purchased a corresponding 




challenging themselves with texts beyond their grade level, further limiting choice. In 
addition, practices like reading logs and book reports could be a part of a reading program, 
but not as requirements. Instead, teachers should encourage readers to track and share their 
reading in a variety of ways that meet the needs and interests of the individual reader.  
Conclusion and Implications for Future Research 
 This study examines the Discursive community on BookTube, but there are many 
other digital spaces where young people gather to share their love of books and reading 
online. There are very active and interactive communities of book lovers on Twitter (Book 
Twitter), Instagram (Bookstagram), Tumblr (Booklr), Reddit (r/books, r/YAlit, r/bookhaul, 
and r/booksuggestions), Pinterest, Snapchat, Goodreads, and book blogs, to name a few. Any 
one of these could be studied to consider research questions similar to the ones I have posed 
here. Bookstagram in particular has become wildly popular with young people. Moreover, 
several sub-groups within the BookTube community, such as male BookTubers or 
BookTubers of color, could potentially reveal new angles to the online reading community 
phenomenon. I was not able to interview any male BookTubers or BookTubers of color for 
this study (though there were several in my observation data), but their experiences within a 
space that is largely white and female might bring insight into how different perceived 
differences within the community affect identity formation within the Discourse.  
 Finally, future research could consider the use of BookTube as both a pedagogical 
tool and a professional development tool for teachers and librarians. As educators, we often 
turn to other adults for our reading recommendation, from school librarians to professional 
book reviewers who tell us about great books we should be reading with our students. 




variety of reading tastes to continue to expand our knowledge of great books for classroom 
libraries and readers’ advisory. And who knows – watching enough BookTube videos might 
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NEW LITERACIES IN NEW CONTEXTS: 
EXPLORING ADOLESCENTS’ NEW LITERACIES PRACTICES ON BOOKTUBE 
Introduction 
Every day, people around the world watch over a billion hours of video on YouTube 
(Goodrow, 2017). The site is the second most visited on the global internet, right behind its 
parent company, Google (Alexa.com, 2019). YouTube is a video hosting platform that is 
home to billions of minutes of content across a variety of topics. Though we may often think 
of the platform as host to viral videos like “David After Dentist” (booba1234, 2009) and 
shark-costumed cats riding Roombas (texasgirly1979, 2013), YouTube is also experiencing a 
70% rise in viewers searching for how-to and educational content (Mogensen, 2015). Need to 
learn how to install a faucet, bake a cake, or teach a preschooler to tie a shoe? There’s a 
video for that -- in fact, there are probably dozens, if not hundreds of videos for that.  
As new technology tools such as YouTube rise to popularity and are used in myriad 
ways across diverse contexts, education researchers have examined the educational angle of 
young people’s participation in these spaces, both as consumers and creators (boyd, 2014; Ito 
et. al., 2010; Lange, 2014). In particular, New Literacies scholars have considered how these 
new technology tools give rise to new literacy practices as users must learn new skills in new 
contexts (Lange, 2014). Creating videos for YouTube requires a complex set of skills, 




connections in a social media network. Rather than learning these skills and engaging in 
these practices in a formal classroom setting, many young people are learning them at the 
point of need as they “hang out” and “mess around” on YouTube (Ito et. al., 2010). 
 Though YouTube has been studied as a site of new literacy skills (Lange, 2014; 
O’Neill, 2014), there are many niche communities on the site with their own unique 
audience, participants, demographics, and genres of participation. For example, participating 
in YouTube as a Beauty Guru might look very different from participating as a Let’s Play 
gamer (people who upload videos of themselves playing video games). These niche 
communities each have different expectations for variables such as video length, editing 
styles, audience interaction, structure, and genre.  
 One of these niche communities, BookTube, is a particularly interesting site for 
literacy research because it exists at the intersection of new literacies and traditional 
literacies. BookTubers are avid readers of books, some reading hundreds of books a year, 
who share their reading lives through their YouTube channels. BookTubers aim to help avid 
readers discover new books to read and to share their love of books with the world. Some 
provided critical analysis of classic literature, while others might take a more humorous 
approach with skits or games related to reading. BookTube is a relatively small community 
on YouTube, but it offers an interesting perspective on myriad everyday literacy practices of 
young people in the digital age. 
 This study seeks to explore how young people are using BookTube as a site where 
new literacy skills are enacted by considering the following research questions: 
1. How are adolescents’ literacy practices situated in BookTube? 




New Literacies: From the “Social Turn” to the “Digital Turn” 
 New Literacies scholars approach literacy research from a social perspective (Gee, 
1990; Street, 1984). This “social turn” in literacy research stands in contrast to previous 
understandings of an autonomous model of literacy focused on skills decontextualized from 
the social and cultural worlds surrounding them (Street, 1984). Literacy research in within 
the autonomous model focuses on the elements that make up our modern educational 
landscape of standardized testing and curriculum standards, particularly the cognitive skills 
of reading and writing (Street, 1995). In contrast, within the social perspective, literacy as a 
practice is what people do with literacy and language within their social and cultural contexts 
(Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Barton, Hamilton, & Ivanic, 2000; Heath, 1983; Scriber & Cole, 
1981).  
 Street (1984) refers to this new model of literacy as the ideological model, theorizing 
that literacy itself is always ideological and socially constructed. Both Street (1984) and 
Heath (1983) performed seminal ethnographic studies considering literacy within this model. 
Heath’s (1983) study explored language practices is two small communities, one largely 
black and the other largely white, finding that the language development of children from 
each were dependent upon the social, economic, political, and cultural environments 
surrounding them as they learn to talk at home and, later, read and write at school. Street’s 
(1984) study of literacy practices in the Iranian villages of Mashhad in the 1970s found 
significant differences between the Farsi literacy practices promoted by the Iranian 
government, which he argued exemplified the autonomous model of literacy through formal 




which Street argued exemplified the ideological model. Both of these early studies laid the 
groundwork for future studies for examining literacy practices with the ideological model.  
 With this social turn and the ideological model, New Literacies scholars understand 
literacy as fluid, multimodal, situational, and socially mediated as it exists and develops in 
context and with new technologies in the “digital turn” in literacy research (Gleason, 2018; 
Mills, 2010). As the social turn in literacy research emerged, so did the prevalence of new 
technologies and tools that make up student’s literacy landscapes. The contexts of situated 
literacy research shifted to include not just physical contexts, such as home, school, or 
community, but also digital contexts such as Facebook and Twitter -- each of which requires 
its own set of situated literacies. Lankshear and Knobel (2011) refer to these new tools as the 
“new technical stuff” (p. 55) of new literacies. New technologies allow users to generate, 
communicate, and negotiate encoded meaning through digital tools, changing our 
understanding of text as a static entity. Digital content can be uploaded, written, shared, 
edited, remixed, commented upon, hashtagged, and viewed infinitely by internet users 
around the world.  
 However, new literacies is also about the “ethos stuff” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) 
as much as it is about new technology tools. Lankshear and Knobel (2011) describe the ethos 
stuff as “the idea of technological changes aligning with a range of increasingly popular 
values” (p. 55) such as participation, collaboration, and distributed expertise. Though these 
values are often discussed within new online contexts, these values are not necessarily new, 
nor are they created by new digital tools such as the internet -- rather, the internet has 
expanded the possibilities for these values to thrive (Lankshear and Knobel, 2011). Other 




theory of participatory culture (Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robinson, & Weigel, 2006), 
social learning (Brown & Adler, 2008) and affinity spaces theory (Gee, 2004).  
 Black’s (2008) study of adolescent girls and their participation in online fanfiction 
sites considers this new ethos from the affinity spaces perspective (Gee, 2004). In an affinity 
space, users come together in a space based on their shared interest, passion, or endeavor. 
Novice and expert users shares the same space, and knowledge is distributed through 
relationships and participation in that space. Black observed and interviewed the fanfiction 
practices of three adolescent girls on the website fanfiction.net, and considered how this 
digital writing space shaped and transformed the girls’ literacy practices through their 
participation in it. For example, fanfiction.com has a review feature, which allows readers to 
leave feedback others’ stories. Though much of the feedback recorded was positive and not 
critical, Black found that the girls were motivated by the encouragement and social 
engagement on the site. These social connections encouraged the girls to continue writing 
and honing both their English language skills and their storytelling skills, and helped them 
build identities as writers.  
 In her study of online fansites, Curwood found that both Cassie (Curwood, 
Magnifico, & Lammers, 2013) and Jack (Curwood, 2013) built literacy practices at the point 
of need through their participation in fansites for the popular novel The Hunger Games. 
Cassie is a highly active member of the site she helps to run, creating stories, book reviews, 
fan art, quizzes, tweets, podcasts, and videos to add to the wealth of media surrounding her 
favorite series. Curwood, Magnifico, and Lammers (2013) argue that Cassies’ participation 
in the fandom is “self-directed, multifaceted, and dynamic” (Gee, 2004), one of the key 




year-old boy who created his own Hunger Games website, called Panemonium, to host an 
alternate reality game based on the series. This required building and moderating the 
webspace and adding content such as podcasts, blogs, and tutorials to the site. For both 
Cassie and Jack, their affinity for The Hunger Games led them to participation in various 
Hunger Games spaces online, where they built relationships with other fans, engaged in 
multimodal literacy practices in order to create additions for the spaces, and extended and 
enhanced their understanding of the novel.  
 Whether young people are participating in online journaling/blogging (Guzzetti & 
Gamboa, 2005), hashtagging their thoughts on Twitter (Gleason, 2018), strategizing their 
choices in videos games (Gee, 2003), writing fanfiction (Black, 2008), adding to fansites 
(Curwood, 2013; Curwood, Magnifico, & Lammers, 2013), or sharing posts on their 
Facebook walls (Davies, 2012), new literacies research examines how these practices 
combine both the new technology stuff of digital platforms with the new ethos stuff of 
participation, collaboration, and distributed knowledge. 
Methods 
Research Approach: Virtual Ethnography 
 I conducted this study using virtual ethnographic methods (Hine, 2000). Virtual 
ethnography views the internet both as a site where culture is formed, and a cultural artifact 
(Hine, 2000, p. 9-10). As a site where culture is formed, the internet is a discrete place where 
people interact and communities are built from these sustained, rich interactions. Like 
physical research contexts in the “real world,” internet contexts are viable site for 
ethnographic inquiry where this culture can be studied. As a cultural artifact, on the other 




a tool of an cultural group, and online research contexts are evidence of communication and 
interaction between members of a culture in a particular space. Virtual ethnography bridges 
these two views, considering both the online and offline experiences and interactions 
between participants are part of the culture. The focus of study is on the interactions between 
members of the community as they exist in the non-physical space of a particular web-based 
site.  
Research Context: YouTube/BookTube 
 This study is situated on YouTube. YouTube, the largest video hosting and sharing 
site on the global internet, allows users, called content creators, to upload digital video files 
to accounts called channels. Content creators can use their channels to subscribe to other 
channels, which prioritizes content from those channels in the user’s homepage and 
subscription feed. YouTube relies heavily on users discovering new content through the 
recommended videos list on a user’s homepage and related content displayed in the right 
sidebar of videos while viewing. 
  BookTube is a relatively small niche community on YouTube comprised of content 
creators (called BookTubers) who are passionate about books. The community is not 
formally defined, but rather exists through content creators self-declaring their channels as 
BookTube channels and connecting to other self-identified BookTube channels by viewing, 
subscribing to, or commenting on their content. BookTube channels upload content related to 
books and reading, including reviews, recommendations, skits, discussions, hauls, and TBR 
(to be read) lists. Though having a BookTube channel is a primary criteria for being part of 
the BookTube community, BookTubers may also connect on other social media sites, such as 





The YouTube Homepage 
 
Note. This is the landing page that I see when I am logged in to my YouTube account. The 
navigation menus on the left include a list of my channel subscriptions. The thumbnails in the 
center represent recommended videos from my subscriptions, as well as new channels that 
YouTube thinks I might like. 
 Because BookTube is a user-defined community within the broader context of 
YouTube, it was necessary in this study for me to set the criteria that I would use to consider 
a channel and content creator as part of the BookTube community. The two most important 
criteria for my research questions were that the channel feature content that primarily focuses 
on books and that the channel self-identify as a BookTube channel. I will discuss this criteria 
and how I selected participating channels and content creators further in the following 
section. 
Participants 
 The data for this study were collected as part of a larger virtual ethnographic study of 




content creators on YouTube. I wanted channels to meet four key criteria to be eligible for 
the study. First, the channel had to be created by a YouTuber between the ages of 13 and 18. 
I was able to verify ages through reading biographical profile information on the content 
creator’s “About” page on YouTube and other linked social media sites, as well as through 
the content of the channel’s videos. Second, the channel had to primarily focus on books. 
Third, the channel had to self-identify as being a BookTube channel. Fourth, the channel had 
to have a history of uploading regularly, so I looked for channels that had uploaded at least 
ten videos in the past four months to ensure the channel would provide adequate data for the 
study.  
I selected participants through a modified snowball sampling technique using 
YouTube’s video recommendation algorithm to my advantage. Once I found one channel 
that fit the criteria for the study, I clicked through the suggested videos until I found another 
channel that fit the criteria for participation in the study. I repeated this process until I found 
30 channels for the study.  
From this sample of 30 channels, I selected three channels to serve as focal 
participants for the study. The data for this study come from these focal participants. I 
selected these participants based on age. I sorted the 30 channels in the study into three 
groups of 10 based on age, and emailed the first participant on each list to recruit him or her 
for participation as a focal participant in the study. If that participant did not respond, I then 
emailed the next person on the list until I had three confirmed participants: Winona (15), 







 Winona (15) has been on YouTube for three years, and she has a modest following of 
651 subscribers. In those years, she had created and posted 127 videos ranging from book 
reviews to bookish comedy sketches. Winona is creative and funny with her video content, 
and she likes to push herself to try new scripting, editing, and filming techniques because she 
would like to be a filmmaker as a career.  
Steph/StephsStories 
 Steph (16) has been on YouTube for 2 ½ years, but she has already build a substantial 
following of 3,095 subscribers. Steph greatly enjoys the friendships she has made through 
BookTube, and enjoys making collaborative content with her online friends -- many of whom 
she has met in person. Steph has created 125 videos for her channel, including author 
interviews, vlogs from her participation in bookish conferences, and videos from community-
wide events.   
Reagan/reagansreadingroom 
 Reagan (17) has been on YouTube for a year and a half, and she has 1,688 
subscribers on her channel. Reagan is involved in many advanced placement courses and 
school activities, so she is not always able to upload videos regularly. However, when she 
does have time to make videos, she makes up for lost time! She has 245 videos on her 
channel. Reagan enjoys BookTube because it challenges her to read more challenging and 
diverse books, while also giving her the opportunity to make new friends.  
Data Collection 
 The data for this study were collected across four months in the summer and fall of 




observation, I watched each participant’s videos for a period of three months and took 
fieldnotes. I watched each video three times. In the first viewing, I watched the video and 
noted its basic features, including length, title, genre, and basic structure. In the second 
viewing, I took detailed notes, pausing the video as necessary. The third viewing allowed me 
to fill in any missing or relevant information as needed.  
 For the interviews, I interviewed each focal participant at the beginning of the study, 
in the middle of the study, and upon completion of the study. These interviews took place on 
the website Today’s Meet (http://www.todaysmeet.com), which allowed me to set up a 
private chat room for each interview. Participants were able to use pseudonyms in the 
interviews and could participate using a link provided. Each interview was semi-structured 
and lasted approximately one hour, for a total of nine hours of interview data.  
Data Analysis 
 I analyzed the data for this study using Miles and Huberman’s (1994) guidelines for 
performing qualitative data analysis. These guidelines outline three stages of data analysis: 
data reduction, data display, and data interpretation. I proceeded through these stages with 
my observational data first, and then with the interview data. I compared the data at the 
interpretation level. 
 For the observational data, I used the fieldnotes from my observation of 34 videos 
uploaded by all three focal participants. Winona uploaded ten videos during the study, Steph 
uploaded eight, and Reagan uploaded 16. Using MaxQDA, I assigned descriptive codes to 
segments of text in the data, adjusting and adding codes as needed. I reduced these codes into 




my interview data. Finally, I compared the themes across both sets of data and built the 
combined themes into assertions based on my research questions.  
Technology Stuff 
Winona/Stranger Books  
When Winona started her channel in early 2015, she used the tools that were readily 
available to her at the time: her phone and an app called Vidstar. She was familiar with the 
app, which allows users to create music videos and share them with friends, from her own 
experience using the app casually with her friends when she was younger. The app allowed 
her to do the basic functions of editing, but her phone did not have enough storage and she 
quickly switched to using a digital video camera to film and iMovie on her computer to edit 
the footage for uploading. She would stack books on a chair, prop the camera on top, and 
film herself using the lights from carefully positioned lamps in her bedroom. Eventually she 
was able to procure a Canon VIXIA camera, which is specifically designed to film videos, 
and a tripod, but Winona’s overall filming set-up mostly represents what she can arrange 
herself in her bedroom to get the job done. 
 Winona’s focus is less on her equipment than it is on her editing. Once she uploads 
the videos to her computer, Winona has learned to use iMovie to edit her footage, Garage 
Band to edit her audio, and photo editing programs for creating her video thumbnails. 
Thumbnails are the small images that represent the video on YouTube, functioning like a 
book cover and marketing tool for the content within. I noticed that Winona uses a lot of 
interesting effects in her videos, such as black and white filters, speeding up the videos, 
adding audio overlays, and even incorporating a split screen effect to film herself singing two 




the point of need as she went along. She says, “It is what iMovie has given me. Nowadays, 
it's very easy to access those effects. It [sic] just a click off a button but I know that through 
editing different videos. If i didn't do it enough, i wouldn't know.”  
 The skills Winona has learned through making videos for her BookTube channel have 
been useful to her in other capacities. In school projects, for example, she noted that she has 
skills her peers may not, “Sometimes, we may do video projects where we might use a 
similar software that I use for editing videos. It will be eaiser [sic] and faster due to me being 
use to the software.” Her time on BookTube has also inspired her to go into filmmaking 
when she gets older: “For a while I wanted to be an author or English teacher but now it's 
kind of turned to film and filmmaking. besides books, I really love movies and youtube 
videos are small little movies if you think about it.”  
Steph/StephsStories 
Like Winona, Steph started her channel with items she already had around her house. 
“The first video I made was definitely not as well put together as the content I upload now,” 
she explained in our first interview, “I used what I had available to me in my room, which 
wasn't a lot. The lighting was a lamp that came across very poorly on camera.” A common 
theme in Steph’s interviews was the comparison and contrast between her current video style 
and her emerging style as she started her channel. When she started, she had a simple set up:  
I had a Sony camera. I'm not 100% sure of the model but I bought it new in 2014. I 
stacked that up on books for a tripod and moved a full length mirror behind the 
camera that pretty much worked as a view finder because that camera did not have 
one. 
 
But as she built her channel, Steph moved toward intermediate-amateur level equipment, 




 Though Steph had prior experience with iMovie, the editing program she uses for her 
videos, she has still learned a lot about editing her video content to make it more engaging 
for her audience.  
I learned a lot of these [video production and editing skills] through experience 
actually. I also used YouTube tutorials to learn tricks with editing. Tutorials were also 
helpful in providing information about which materials (lights, camera, etc.) are the 
best for my videos.  
 
she noted. However, she also learned some of her editing skills from her fellow BookTubers:  
I also learned some shortcuts from my BookTube friends and have become much 
faster at editing as I became more comfortable with it. I'm pretty sure "Command" 
"B" allows you to cut a clip faster. I always forget the second key and have to test a 
few before I get it right. [Reagan] from [reagansreadingroom] taught me that trick and 
it made editing significantly faster for me. 
 
Unlike Winona, Steph has rarely had the opportunity to use these technology skills in 
school, but she does think they are important and valuable to learn as a 21s century student. 
She thinks that knowing how to produce and edit videos can be a useful skill as a future job 
applicant, and she also has a understanding that what she posts online is forever connected to 
her. Steph wishes more students had access to the skills she has learned through BookTube: 
“I think video editing and video based projects would greatly expand the possibilities of 
learning and presenting in school. It is also a beneficial skill for other students, who may not 
come into contact with video editing, to learn.” 
Reagan/reagansreadingroom 
Before starting BookTube, Reagan had a significant presence on other social media 
sites, including Tumblr and Instagram. Both of these sites are heavily focused on still images 
and graphics, so it is no surprise that Reagan’s memories of her early channel days focused 
on creating her channel art. Every YouTube channel page has a large, customizable banner, 




for the images and how they would look on different devices (ie, the banners look quite 
different on a mobile device versus a computer or a television screen), as well as knowledge 
in image creation using sites like PicMonkey (picmonkey.com) and Canva (canva.com).  
Learning to make the image thumbnails, however, was a different story. Like 
Winona, Reagan figured these out using trial and error. Her original process, which she had 
used when creating images for her Instagram account, was clunky.  
[I] had an app that I could use to add text to a picture. I would make it on the app but 
even though I did everything on my phone, the Youtube app does not let you edit 
thumbnails on your phone, so I would have to email myself the thumbnail and do it 
through my computer. It was an annoying process 
 
Reagan knew she needed to make the process not just more efficient, but also more effective. 
“The old thumbnails are funny to look at now, because I never knew what size to make them, 
so words or parts of the picture always got cut off.” After switching to using PicMonkey and 
Canva on her computer, Reagan feels like she now has the skill and ability to create 
thumbnails that effectively combine photos, images, text, and graphics to promote her videos.  
Reagan’s image editing skills were a process of refining her pre-existing skills, but 
her filming and editing set-up, however, were a bit more of a battle of trial and error. Like 
Winona and Steph, Reagan started out using the tools she had around her house 
Oh god my technical set-up was so bad! I only had my phone at the time, so I bought 
a little tripod thing for my phone off Amazon, connected it to this half-broken and 
small tripod and then stacked a bunch of books under it to give it height. Then I 
filmed with my phone and used iMovie on my phone to edit and directly upload it to 
Youtube. The whole thing killed my storage every single time and I'd always have to 
delete things to get the storage and then redownload it once I was done  {with} the 
video 
 
As for lighting and sound,  
I just hoped for the best! The sound wasn't too bad from the iPhone speaker but was a 
little quiet. Where I stood had a light right in front of it so I'd always make sure that 





Over time, Reagan slowly learned how to improve many of these aspects of her channel. She 
got a DSLR (digital single-lens reflex) camera and learned how to operate its settings. She 
improved her filming set-up and, thus, the quality of her raw video footage.  
 Reagan’s greatest learning curve has been in editing of her raw footage. When she 
switched to using iMovie on her computer rather than her phone, she had to learn the more 
advanced options offered by the more complex platform. She first learned this by exploring 
the software. “I kept just pressing buttons and playing around with things until I got what I 
wanted. I made sure to look up all the shortcuts too,” she explained. Moreover, Reagan has 
found that she has carried these new skills into contexts outside of BookTube, citing her 
ability to help classmates with editing tips on school video projects and serving as the group 
member who takes on video editing for creative projects. “It always turns out pretty cool 
because I have a better understanding of the software than most of my peers so not to brag or 
toot my own horn, but the end result of my project is usually better.” 
Ethos Stuff 
The Urge to Participate  
Winona 
 When Winona started her channel, she did so because she saw a BookTube video 
from a popular BookTuber (Christine Riccio at polandbananasbooks) and thought, “this 
looks fun.” She thought about starting her own channel for two years before she got up the 
courage to ask her parents, via a handwritten letter left on their bed, if she could start her own 
channel to flex her own BookTube muscles. She had some experience filming and uploading 
short videos and she wanted to share her love of books with the world. From there, her 




community, allowing her share her thoughts with her bookish peers through the power of the 
YouTube platform. 
 Winona’s favorite part of BookTube is the community and meeting other readers 
online. “I am so thankful to booktube for helping me interact with some of the nicest people 
ever...My relationships on Booktube is amazing. My internet friends are some of the bestest 
friends even though I've only met one of them. A lot of the popular booktubers don't act like 
they are [full] of themselves. They treat everyone like we are all friends and family.” Winona 
enjoys keeping in contact with her new friends using DMs (direct messages) on Twitter and 
by leaving comments on their videos. She also enjoys receiving comments and replying to 
them on her own channel: “I love replying to comments on my own. I like seeing what others 
thought of the video or the books I talked about.” 
Figure 3.2 
Thumbnail Fom Christine Ricco’s Review Of The Percy Jackson Series 
 
Note. Winona first discovered BookTube through Christine Riccio’s [polandbananasbooks] 





 Like Winona, Steph found BookTube by stumbling across videos from a popular 
BookTuber (Sasha Alsberg at abookutopia) about one of Steph’s favorite series at the time: 
The Hunger Games. Steph had already been an avid participant in fandom communities on 
Instagram, and had even dabbled in blogging. However, she found that blogging did not 
really allow her to be as expressive as she wanted to be, and BookTube felt like the right 
platform for sharing her content. Using the tools she had on hand, and with a little research, 
Steph was able to upload her first video and participate in the space. 
 Steph believes that the best part of BookTube is the friendships she’s made, but she 
also struggles with the pressure to upload content consistently in order to maintain her 
connections to her audience. BookTube is a space where participants can upload as much or 
as little as they want and still be considered part of the community, but Steph prioritizes 
quality over quantity in her content 
I want to be consistent, but in the end it's much more important to me that everything 
I upload is something I'll be proud of for years to come. If videos like this take longer 
to make, I'd rather spend the time making them than just rushing to upload so I fit a 
schedule. 
 
To maintain her connections to the community, Steph has daily contact with her best 
BookTube friends on a group chat using a phone app called Voxer. She also comments on 
her friends’ videos, and has a long-term goal to comment on every video she watches, “even 
if it's just to send a ‘<3’ or something similar.” 
Reagan 
 Reagan also discovered BookTube through Christine Riccio’s videos, which she 
found when following book blogs on Tumblr. Reagan started following multiple BookTube 




leap. “I had been reading so many books because of Booktube and had so many thoughts 
about them that I needed to share them somewhere!” Reagan felt that she had thoughts and 
opinions that would contribute to the overall diversity of ideas in the community, particularly 
because she noticed a lack of “actual teenagers with their own channels.”  
 Like Winona and Steph, Reagan cites her relationships with her friends and her 
subscribers as one of her favorite parts of having a BookTube channel and participating in 
the space.  
The relationship I have with my subscribers is also super special too. I've been lucky 
enough to meet some of them in person and it is always the craziest experience! It is 
so cool getting to connect a face to the username. 
 
She has met her friends and subscribers at events such as local book signings and BookCon 
in New York. In addition, Reagan has shared her BookTube content with her classmates and 
even her teachers. Now, Reagan is an avid participant in the space who has been able to build 
connections and collaborations with older and more experienced BookTubers, attend 
conventions, meet authors, and more. She is a bit worried about how moving to college will 
affect her participation in the space, but she hopes she can continue to upload occasional 
videos and maintain her friendship as she experiences big life transitions. 
Collaboration on a Live Game Show 
 Both Steph and Reagan demonstrated that they engage in BookTube collaboration 
through their game show series, which they started together. They based their game show on 
a popular television game show and recruited fellow BookTubers to serve as the contestants 
on the show. The show itself was filmed live using Google Hangouts, and then uploaded in 
full to one of their channels -- in the episode observed during this study, the video was 




 Steph and Reagan collaborated on all stages of their gameshow project, from creating 
the initial idea to replying to comments on the final product. Both girls uploaded 
announcement videos on the same day and time, letting their viewers know when and where 
the liveshow would be hosted. They also both listed the names of the four participating 
contestants, which included two content creators from my ethnographic broader study. In 
total, the screen for the game show displayed seven participants: Steph and Reagan as the 
hosts, four participants, and a screen displaying a PowerPoint presentation with the question, 
which was operated by Reagan during the liveshow. 
 The collaborative game show demonstrated a host of collaborative efforts, both across 
various social media platforms and offscreen. The game show itself consisted of questions 
handpicked from books found on the contestant’s Goodreads profiles. “I was stalking your 
all’s Goodreads trying to find books you’ve all read,” Reagan laughs at the end of the game 
show. Reagan and Steph created the questions for the game using a crowd-sourced survey 
distributed to their viewers in the weeks leading up to the liveshow. Viewers could submit 
their contributions and Steph and Reagan used these to compile and create the questions. As 
a reward to viewers they also offered a popular novel as a prize for a special “Audience Prize 
Question.” Reagan and Steph collaborated on selecting, purchasing, and promoting the prizes 
for the both the audience and the contestants as part of their planning process for the show. 
 The live show I observed in this study was the second liveshow the girls have 
produced together. They already have plans for a third liveshow, and to make improvements 
on their process. They have collaborated on single videos before when they have visited each 






 Across all of the data collected for this study, there were multiple moments of 
participants mentioning sharing or receiving new knowledge from other community 
members. Most of these moments fell into one of two categories: distributing knowledge of 
books to read and distributing knowledge of technical skills.  
Sharing Book Recommendations 
 Winona cited BookTube as a way for her to participate in the sharing of book 
recommendations. She finds most of her new books from her connections with peers online, 
including books she might not have learned about otherwise: “Half of the book recs I get are 
from booktube. I would probably read the really popular books but I would miss those 
diamonds in the rough.” In our interviews, she also discussed a friend who found her channel 
and has started turning to Winona for book recommendations. Winona’s video inspired her 
friend to read The Perks of Being a Wallflower by Stephen Chobsky, and she’s also 
personally recommended The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas and Ready Player One by 
Ernest Cline. Using her platform to encourage others like her friend to read books she 
enjoyed brings Winona great joy. “That makes me feel amazing,” she explains, “I'm the 
reason or the start that she may find her new favorite book or a book that changes her. Books 
can change people, like they did for me.”  
The BookTubers in this study discussed the value of getting book recommendations 
from their peers in the community, and the enjoyment they get from being able to 
recommend books themselves. Before discovering BookTube, Steph recalls being an avid 
reader, but “definitely less informed about new releases and less mainstream books.” Now 




and “motivated to read more and keep up with newer book releases” thanks to her time 
viewing videos. Reagan reported a similar uptick in her reading when she discovered the 
community: “Once I discovered Booktube (even before I had a channel) I started reading 
(and buying) books more because of all of the new recommendations.” All three participants 
contributed to the community by recommending books, as well. In their videos, Steph 
recommended two books and featured 20, Reagan recommended 16 books and featured 23, 
and Winona recommended four books and featured eight (I counted featuring as different 
from recommending, because sometimes participants discussed books they had not yet read, 
such as in TBR lists).  
BookTubers share book recommendations with each other, but new books find their 
way into the community before they are even published. Even young BookTubers like 
Winona, Steph, and Reagan are able to get free advance readers copies (ARCs) of pre-
publication books, allowing them to learn about, read, share, and recommend new books 
before they even hit the shelves. Publishers give these books to influential readers to review 
in advance of publication as a promotional material. Both Steph and Reagan reported reading 
and reviewing many ARCs, and Winona received a few from attending a book festival. Steph 
shared twelve different ARCs across the eight videos I observed during the study. Rather 
than one knowledgeable person recommending books (usually an adult, like a teacher, 
librarian, or bookseller), the social nature of BookTube allows for greater sharing of book 
recommendations between members of the community.  
Distributed Technical Knowledge 
 Knowledge of technology skills is also distributed throughout the community. 




observation, experimentation, asking peers for advice, and consulting published tutorials. In 
fact, YouTube itself was a significant resource for all three BookTubers. Reagan described 
how she “found some tutorials on Youtube of how to do some more high-tech stuff like using 
transitions or fonts not on the software with green screens.” Steph also consulted YouTube 
videos to learn confusing aspects of the process: “I also used YouTube tutorials to learn 
tricks with editing. Tutorials were also helpful in providing information about which 
materials (lights, camera, etc.) are the best for my 
Figure 3.3 
Thumbnail From Thoughts on Tome’s Video “Books I Read Because of BookTube.” 
 
Note. This is a popular BookTube video that demonstrates the sharing of knowledge through 
book recommendations between BookTubers. This image is the thumbnail from Thoughts On 
Tomes’ video on the topic. 
videos.” Some of these videos come from the greater YouTube community, but many 




explained, “I specifically remember watching "Booktubing 101" videos from Emmmabooks, 
which were very helpful.” 
Now that all three focal participants are seasoned BookTubers themselves, they are 
also extending advice to other community members. Reagan noted that she often gives 
editing advice to her friends, which was supported by Steph’s memory of learning iMovie 
keyboard shortcuts from Reagan. Reagan also now feels comfortable asking her peers 
directly about specific technical tricks she observes in her peers’ videos. In one instance, she 
asked a friend about a video outro 
She is always doing amazing stuff with editing. A year ago, she created a cool outro 
for her videos that displayed social media and stuff so I asked her how she did that. I 
don't remember the details exactly but she did this cool transition into the outro timed 
to music which was what I was trying to do. She found the transition online with a 
green screen effect I think? I know we've both stopped using those outros since then 




Thumbnail From emmmabooks’ “BookTube 101” Tutorial Series 
 
Note. This series is a popular community member-created resource for BookTubers looking 




Each of the three participants had a different experience with seeking answers to their 
questions about equipment, filming, editing, and uploading, but they all learned from 
watching and interacting with other members of the community. And, no doubt, there are 
community members who have be inspired by the content on Winona, Steph, and Reagan’s 
channels as well.  
Discussion: New Literacies in Context 
 BookTube is an excellent site for observing both the technology stuff and the ethos of 
New Literacies in action. All three of the BookTubers in this study engaged in learning to use 
new technology tools as well as demonstrating the values of participatory, collaborative, and 
distributed literacies when creating content for their channels.  
 BookTube, like many other social networks and Web 2.0 spaces tools, is a space 
where the line between producers of content and consumers of content blur (Ritzer and 
Jurgenson, 2010). YouTubers do not consume content passively, but, rather, content on the 
site is created through user participation. The site does not exist without the participation and 
collaboration of content creators. Learning to create content on any social media site or 
technology tools requires a specific set of literacy skills for that space, such as “Twitteracy” 
on Twitter (Greehow & Gleason, 2012). Lange (2014) discussed these literacy skills in the 
context of YouTube, but I would argue that niche communities on YouTube also represent a 
niche set of YouTube-literacy practice. Creating a video for the BookTube audience entails a 
different set of literacy practices than crafting a make-up tutorial or a video game walk-
through.  
 Young people are learning BookTube literacy skills at point of need, which is a 




et. al., 2010; Lange, 2014). Not only are most of these skills not part of the standard 
curriculum in most schools, but they are also not commonly known by other people in the 
BookTuber’s immediate face-to-face network. The average person does not necessarily know 
how to film and edit a green-screen effect or set lightning with light kit in their living room. 
In fact, most people did not have access to these tools before the digital age – they were 
largely reserved for professional filmmakers creating commercial works. YouTube has made 
it possible, and desirable, for the amateur content creator to create polished, semi-
professional-grade videos from their own bedrooms with their own equipment and share it 
with the world. Rather than learning from other professionals on equipment owned by a 
production company or a school, YouTubers are learning skill by skill as they purchase more 
sophisticated equipment and try more advanced techniques to improve their video quality. 
 Some of these skills are easy to for young people to learn by figuring out a new tool 
and making it work for their needs. For the BookTubers in this study, this was the case for 
many of the tools they had to learn just to get their first video up on YouTube. Winona, 
Steph, and Reagan all discussed their experiences with creating “tripods” out of book stacks 
and learning to use basic video editing software. As they made more videos, the picked up 
skills like using Picmonkey to edit images for thumbnails or operating DSLR cameras (which 
are not always user-friendly). All three BookTubers described this one as a process of trial 
and error, echoing Lange’s observations that YouTuber’s describe their technical skills as 
self-taught (Lange, 2007, as cited in Ito et. al., 2010).  
 However, many of the skills these BookTubers learned also came from experience 
watching others’ videos and trying to replicate what more advanced BookTubers were 




How do you properly light a video? What difference does an external microphone make on 
audio quality? Is it better to script a video or wing it? What editing tricks can help prevent a 
video from dragging, and, thus, prevent viewers from clicking away? These can be learned 
through trial and error, but they also can be learned by a combination of doing research to 
learn what others recommend, asking peers what they are doing behind the scenes, and 
watching tutorials. Winona, for example described learning most of her skills at the point of 
need. But Steph and Reagan both noted instances of reaching out to ask their peers for advice 
on editing tricks and watching tutorial videos from more experiences 
BookTubers/YouTubers.  
Figure 3.5 
Thumbnail From readbyzoe's Video Featuring BookTube Tips 
 
Note. The tips in the video are for new BookTubers and are given by some of the most 
popular BookTubers in the community. The video was filmed at BookCon, a large industry 




  Perhaps most interestingly, BookTubers are also expanding on their traditional 
literacy skills through participation in BookTube. Though they are learning how to operate 
cameras and add image overlays in editing, they are also expanding their reading through 
connections with other readers. This is what sets BookTube literacy apart from more general 
YouTube literacy skills. BookTubers are experts on books, especially new releases, and they 
are regularly giving and taking book recommendations from their BookTube peers. Winona, 
Steph, and Reagan all discussed expanding and diversifying their reading as a direct result of 
participation in BookTube. They are also thinking critically about what they’ve read. 
Crafting a book review requires thoughtful consideration of elements such as plot, 
characterization, theme, setting, point of view, and tone. The BookTubers in this study also 
focused more complex elements such as audience, narrative style, social context, and 
diversity.  
 BookTubers are clearly approaching reading from an aesthetic stance rather than an 
efferent stance (Rosenblatt, 1978). An aesthetic approach is one where “In aesthetic reading, 
the reader’s attention is centered directly on what he is living through during his relationship 
with that particular text,” (p. 25) whereas an efferent approach focuses on what information 
the reader can “carry away” (p. 24) from what was read. BookTubers are sharing reactions to 
and evaluations of the books they read for the purpose of contributing to the community, but 
also to influence other readers to read (or not read) a book as well. These aesthetic responses 
to literature include rich and complex interactions with texts, such as thematic pairings of 
books and pop songs.  
 Just as I observed with the new literacies skills related to technical video production, 




forms in BookTube. They also exemplify the ethos of new literacies through the values of 
participation, collaboration, and distributed knowledge. All BookTubers can participate in 
reading books and sharing what they read through BookTube. They collaborate through 
sharing recommendations and reading books their peers are reading. This knowledge is 
distributed throughout the community, especially with even smaller channels having access 
to ARCs. Each BookTuber can bring their own knowledge and expertise, whether it be a 
specific genre preference (eg, YA horror) or deep knowledge of an author’s work (eg, being 
Sarah J. Maas’ super fan). Through sharing their videos on the platform, all participants have 
access to creating and consuming knowledge in the space.  
Figure 3.6 
Thumbnail From emmmabooks' Video On ARCs 
 
Note. In this video, Emma shares how to get advanced reader copies (ARCs) of books from 





Implications and Conclusion 
New literacies is about more than just technology tools and skills. The literacies our 
students need for the 21st century include attention to the ethos and values of participation, 
collaboration, and distributed knowledge as well as the know-how to use and adapt to new 
tools. The goal of this study is not to encourage educators to use BookTube in the classroom, 
but, instead, to consider how it is representative of the technological stuff and ethos stuff of 
new literacies come into play both in students’ current lives and in their future worlds beyond 
the classroom. Are we adequately preparing them with both the technological know-how of 
using the kinds of tools that are necessary to engage in digital media production, social media 
networking, and learning new technology proficiencies? Are we adequately preparing them 
with the dispositions and values of the new digital economy, where sharing and connecting 
are king?  
Moreover, taking on new literacies in the classroom requires that teachers themselves 
be engaged with new literacies (Knobel & Lankshear, 2014). BookTube is certainly not just 
for adolescents – in fact, the great majority of BookTubers are in their 20’s, and many are in 
their 30’s and beyond. BookTube can be an excellent resource for learning about new books 
for curricular connections or classroom libraries. Professional reviews can be a helpful tool, 
but BookTubers share thoughts and feelings that might align more with how we see our 
students aesthetically responding to literature. And the online reading community does not 
stop at YouTube – there are similar communities to be found on Twitter, Instagram, and even 
Snapchat. Our students have access to a whole digital world for interactions with literature, 
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BOOKTUBE: ADOLESCENT LITERACY PRACTICES AND  
COMMODIFICATION IN AN ONLINE COMMUNITY 
BookTube is a fast-growing community on the YouTube platform where people of all 
ages create and share videos showcasing their loves for books. These videos cover everything 
from book reviews to creative comedy sketches, and a popular video can receive tens of 
thousands of views on the site. BookTube is an exciting space for literacy research because it 
is exists at the intersection of traditional literacies and new literacies. On one hand, 
BookTube is a whole-hearted celebration of the printed word. BookTubers read, share, and 
love books in all forms, but they have a special focus on physical books. Physical books can 
be held up in videos, displayed on shelves, and photographed for social media. BookTube is 
a hub for pleasure reading. On the other hand, BookTube is a space for the development of 
crucial new literacy skills (Lankshear and Knobel, 2011) through both social sharing and 
technical know-how. BookTubers are simultaneously devouring the latest popular young 
adult series and teaching themselves how to operate sophisticated video production 
equipment so they can share their latest favorite read with peers – and the world.  
However, over the past ten years, many commercial interests have entered the world of 
YouTube and these influences have changed the landscape of the social network. Rather than 
just operating as a social network, YouTube allows its users to make money through their 




program can share in advertising revenue based on video views. In addition, third-party 
companies have recognized the value of partnering with YouTubers for product placements, 
sponsorship, and endorsements. YouTube “influencers” can earn money and free products 
from blurring the lines between content and advertising. Though these commercial interests 
have the greatest presence in larger YouTube channels and communities, they also play a 
role smaller, niche communities, including BookTube.  
As part of a larger ethnographic study on BookTube, I wanted to understand how this 
shift towards commercialization and commodification of videos has affected and influenced 
the literacy practices of young people on BookTube, both directly and indirectly. I am 
interested in both observing how these practices are taken up in BookTube, but also in how 
young people perceive this commodification. To this end, I sought to answer the following 
research questions: 
1. How are literacy practices commodified through participation in BookTube? 
2. How do adolescents participate in this commodification? 
3. How do adolescents appear to critique and resist this commodification? 
YouTube, BookTube, and Advertising Through Video 
As of September 2019, YouTube is the second most visited site on the web, behind 
Google (Alexa.com). One third of all internet users watch YouTube videos, consuming over 
one billion hours of content each day (YouTube.com). The site functions as both a video 
hosting platform, where viewers can view and upload their own videos to accounts (called 
channels), and a social network, where participants (called content creators) can subscribe to 
favorite channels, comment on videos, create playlists, and form connections with other 




content, which means that the user will be alerted when new videos are posted. Viewers of a 
video can rate the video with a thumbs up/thumbs down button, leave a comment on the 
video, or share the video with their friends across the web. In addition, YouTube’s interface 
encourages viewer to watch more videos by suggesting related content in the right-hand 
sidebar, autoplaying related content when a video is finished playing, and allowing channels 
to promote their own content through links embedded directly into the video. 
What is BookTube? 
Though anyone can upload pretty much anything (with the site terms and conditions) 
to YouTube, informal sub-networks, known as “communities,” have grown as users have 
built connections around similar content and interests (YouTube Creator Academy, n.d.). For 
example, there are communities centered around everything from make-up and video gaming 
to Rubix Cubes and veganism. These communities, and membership in them, is not defined 
by a formal structure, but rather through a combination of self-identification and networks 
between members. One such community is BookTube, a relatively small corner of YouTube 
devoted to the love of books and reading.  
 A search on YouTube for the term “BookTube” yields 127,000 results, with the 
oldest dating back to 2007. However, it is difficult to define exactly how many videos and 
channels exist in BookTube. A search for “BookTube Newbie Tag,” a popular video new 
channels often post, yields 6,260 results as of September 2018, suggesting that there are more 
than 6,000 channels producing BookTube Content on YouTube. Because the community is 
loosely defined, channels most often self-identify as being part of BookTube through their 




descriptions; however, they may also be a part of the community through their connections to 
other BookTube channels and including book related content on their channel.  
 BookTube channels share videos featuring book reviews, monthly reading wrap-ups, 
reading recommendations, discussions of quirky reading habits, reading vlogs, book news, 
book skits, and book humor. BookTubers have their own jargon, video genres, and style as a 
community. Though BookTubers span a range of ages, nationalities, and reading tastes, they 
all share the common interest in books and reading.. The community, though small, is a 
highly concentrated niche group of people who all love the same type of products: books. 
This makes the community the perfect place for commercial entities related to books and 
reading to market directly to their ideal customer: enthusiastic consumers of books.  
Advertising on YouTube and BookTube 
YouTube introduced advertising on videos in August 2006, and began allowing 
content creators to share in these profits in December 2006 through their partner program 
(Dell, 2011). The exact compensation model for ad revenue through the YouTube partnership 
program is not shared with users, but payment is connected to a combination of video views 
and channel subscribers. However, the rate of compensation is not standardized. YouTubers 
can see patterns in which types of videos tend to earn more money per view, and may, thus, 
adjust their content accordingly to make greater revenue. Different videos receive different 
revenue values, presumably depending on the fluctuating cost advertisers are willing to pay 
for different audiences. In addition, the YouTube algorithm seems to favor targeted 
advertising to niche communities, meaning that some sub-communities can earn a higher 
price-per-view than those with a more diverse set of viewers (Griffith, 2016). These niche 




audiences, but capture the interest of a very specific, target audience that is of interest to 
marketers. 
BookTube is one such niche community, and is the prefect site for commercial 
entities, such as book publishers, to market directly to an enthusiastic groups of customers. 
Books, in general, are relatively inexpensive, and an avid reader may buy dozens of books a 
year. BookTube is content is produced by avid readers and the audience is similarly 
interested in reading as well. Moreover, BookTubers like to showcase their physical books in 
videos, as YouTube is a visual medium, and this further drives the desire for some 
BookTubers to buy and own physical books. This study will look specifically at how 
commodification through YouTube’s site-based partnership program and outside advertising 
partnerships affect this growing community, and how young people navigate 
commodification in this digital space. 
Literature Review 
Convergence Culture: Capitalism Meets the Internet 
  In the second half of the twentieth century, the economy made a shift from a focus on 
production to a focus on consumption (Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010). For the first two 
centuries of capitalist influence, the focus had been on production. After World War Two, 
however, production efficiency increased and prices decreased, resulting in a shift to 
consumer demand for products that met their wants as much as their needs. Ritzer (2005) 
describes this shift as exemplified by the emergence of ‘cathedrals of consumption’: 
institutions such as Disneyworld, Las Vegas, McDonalds, and shopping malls. Dubbed 
“consumer culture” by political economists (Baudrillard, 1998/1970; Ritzer and Jurgenson, 




such non-material things as housework (Meagher, 2003), intimacy (Bernstein, 2007), leisure 
(Wearing & Wearing, 1992), and culture (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1972/1944). As Harvey 
(1990) explains, “Precisely because capitalism is expansionary and imperialistic, cultural life 
in more and more areas gets brought within the grasp of the cash nexus and the logic of 
capital circulation” (p. 344).  
However, the new millennium ushered in yet another shift with the rise of new media 
and the internet. Thanks to the proliferation of user-generated content through social media 
sites and new business models shaped by participatory cultures (Jenkins, 2006) online, 
production and consumption have merged into an economy dominated by “prosumption” 
(Toffler, 1980; Rizter and Jurgenson, 2010). Prosumption represents a rejection of the binary 
between a consumption and production. The producer is the consumer, and the consumer is 
the producer. Facebook is an excellent example of this. Facebook, as a corporation, provides 
an empty platform for social connection. It is the users who generate all of the content, and it 
is the users who consume all of the content. Every post, video, and image on your newsfeed 
is the creation of a Facebook user (though that “user” may itself be a for-profit company), not 
Facebook itself.  
We must remember that the prosumer economy still results in hefty profits for 
corporations. Yes, individual users can make money, or even a full salary, from their 
participation in these spaces. But the companies behind them are profiting from their use. 
Terranova (2004, p. 73) refers to this model as “free labour,” which is a hallmark and value 
of the internet but also a window for corporate exploitation. When Facebook users share cat 




companies make the ultimate profit from this non-material labor (Terranova, 2000; Wasko & 
Erickson, 2009).  
YouTube and the Branded Self 
YouTube has been hailed as a prime example of the new prosumer economy (Ritzer 
and Jurgenson, 2010; Drakopoulou, 2017; Bakioglu, 2018). Like Facebook, YouTube 
provides an empty platform for video sharing, and individual users can upload their own 
videos to store and share on their own channels. YouTube is host to everything from uncut 
home movies to professional-level full-length films hosted on millions of individual 
channels. YouTube is a particularly interesting example of the prosumer economy because of 
its advertising partnership program. Entrepreneurial-spirited users had been able to take 
advantage of YouTube’s advertising partnerships program to monetize their videos and make 
profits, even entire salaries, out of video creation (Ito, 2010; Lange, 2014; Berryman & 
Kavka, 2017; Raun, 2018). Though many terms may be used to describe entrepreneurial 
YouTubers, I want to consider three terms from the academic literature that are relevant to 
this study: self-commodification (Raun, 2018), influencer (Berryman & Kavka, 2017), and 
microcelebrity (Jerslev, 2016; Marwick, 2013; Marwick & boyd, 2011; Raun, 2018; Senft, 
2013). 
YouTubers can commodify their content in several different ways through their 
channels. The first, and perhaps most prominent, way is through YouTube’s partnership 
program. The YouTuber user settings allow a channel to turn on various kinds of 
advertisements that play/display before and during a video, and YouTube shares the 
advertising revenue with the user. Revenue is dependent on a combination of factors, 




many viewers click on the advertisement, and how many subscribers the channel has. The 
second way is through partnerships with third-party companies, either through monetary 
sponsorship or product placement. The third way is through affiliate sales, where the 
YouTuber earns either a flat fee or a percentage of the sale from purchases viewers make 
using a special product link. These three methods are the most prominent, but successful 
YouTubers have also commodified their popularity through appearance fees, branded 
merchandise sales, and even book deals. However, one factor is a common thread among all 
modes of commodification through YouTube: more views equals more earning potential.  
Raun (2018) refers to this model as self-commodification, presenting oneself as a 
“brand” though online media. The YouTube platform plays a critical role in self-
commodification by “persistently encouraging users to compete for attention and status and 
rewarding them economically for promoting themselves” (Raun, 2018). With billions of 
minutes of content available on millions of channels, competing for attention, status, and/or 
income on YouTube requires marketing the self and the channel as a brand. In his study of 
Julie Van Vu, a transgender vlogger and popular YouTuber, Raun (2018) found Vu’s channel 
was successful because she effectively bridged affective content and authenticity with 
marketing strategies. Affective content is the heart of YouTube – personal, authentic videos 
featuring a “real” person sharing his or her life experiences. Vu’s videos were marked by 
documentation of her gender transition, support and advice to others, and advocacy to 
legitimize the transgender experience (Raun, 2018). But these were combined with marketing 
strategies such as coupon codes, affiliate links, sponsored product reviews, gifted products, 




in her marketing endeavors if she had not first built a brand for herself based on her sharing 
intimate, authentic moments and details of her life. 
Self-commodified YouTubers who successfully gain a following are known within 
the industry and their audiences as “influencers.” Influencers are “those individuals who are 
seen to have such cultural sway that their endorsements of or associations with 
brands/products serves as its own form of advertising” (Berryman & Kavka, 2017, p. 307). In 
their research on popular YouTube influencer and beauty vlogger Zoe “Zoella” Sugg, 
Berryman and Kavka (2017) also found that fostering a sense of intimacy through the camera 
plays a significant role in Zoella’s successful connections between her audience and the 
commodities she promotes on her channel. They found that Zoella’s content features two 
main types of videos: vlogs and content videos. In her vlogs, Zoella share personal opinions, 
behind-the-scenes footage from her daily life, and other forms of intimate disclosure. The 
content videos, on the other hand, are more polished, and often fall into one of four 
categories: hauls, first impressions, monthly favorites, and tutorials. Each of these provides 
opportunities for Zoella to share products and encourage her viewing audience to purchase 
these products. By making herself relatable by sharing her behind the scenes moments and 
her “authentic” self, Zoella is able to capture her audience and build her brand, which is in 
turn harnessed for profit through her immense network of product deals, partnership ads, and 
affiliate links.  
Intimacy and authenticity are key elements in building a successful brand on 
YouTube, and Senft (2008; 2013) coined the term microcelebrity in 2008 to describe this 
phenomenon. She observed camgirls in the mid-2000s as these young women broadcast 




internet identities as a “coherent, branded package” (Senft, 2013, p.346) to their viewers. 
Jerslev (2016) expanded on Senft’s research by connecting the idea of microcelebrity to 
Zoella. Unlike traditional celebrities, whose fame is marked by inaccessibility and distance 
from fans, popular YouTubers like Zoella must stay connected to their viewers by remaining 
hyper-accessible, connected, intimate and “real” (Jerslev, 2016; Marwick, 2013; Marwick & 
boyd, 2011). Marwick and boyd (2011) note that the celebrity status is not open to all social 
media participants, and that a power differential still exists in the relationship between 
audience and microcelebrity. The relationship is characterized by a perceived intimacy that is 
performed and presented by the microcelebrity, and must be carefully maintained (Marwick 
& boyd, 2011).  
Microcelebrity and the branded self are indicative of economic changes consistent 
with late-stage capitalism (Senft, 2013). As young people face entering a challenging 
economy, they have turned to the growing industries of web-based economies and media 
creation. They have found ways to create and profit from new markets that did not previously 
exist. Within the world of YouTube, opportunity exists for any content creator to take his or 
her hobby or interest, film it, upload it, and make a profit. By engaging in self-
commodification and personal branding, YouTubers are able to harness their networks as 
influencers and microcelebrities to commodify their videos and channels. This study will 
examine how these commodification practices are enacted in the small community of 







Methods and Procedure 
Virtual Ethnography 
 I conducted this study using virtual ethnographic methods (Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce, 
& Taylor, 2012; Hine, 2000). Virtual ethnography assumes the digital world as the site of 
ethnographic exploration, and seeks to understand online contexts as unique cultures (Baym, 
1990; Boellstorff, 2008; Nardi, 2010). The data for this study were part of a larger set of data 
collected for the ethnography, which included participant observation, interviews, and a 
community survey.  
Participants 
 The data for this study were collected from thirty BookTube channels over four 
months. I built my list of participating channels using a snowball sampling (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994). All channels had to fit five key criteria in order to be considered for the 
study. First the channel had to be on YouTube. Second, the channel had to focus on content 
about books or reading. Third, the content creator must self-identify the channel as being a 
part of BookTube. Fourth, the content creator had to self-identify as being between the ages 
of thirteen and eighteen. I was able to confirm participant ages through profile information 
on either the YouTube channel or various related social media profiles (eg, Twitter and 
Instagram), or through watching videos with “birthday” in the title, where a participant 
would explicitly state his or her age (eg, a video called “Books I Got For My Birthday!”). 
Finally, all channels had to have history of uploading at least ten total videos in the past four 
months in order to ensure that the channel was active and would provide sufficient data for 
the study. Please see Appendix A for the full list of channels, including the age, subscriber 




 From this sample of thirty BookTube channels, I also recruited three content creators 
as focal participants for the study. I sorted all of the channels into lists based on participant 
age, and emailed one participant from each list with information about participation in the 
study. If the participant was unable to participate or did not respond, I would email the next 
participant on the list. My final focal participants were Winona (15), Steph (16), and Reagan 
(17).  
Winona 
 Winona runs the channel Stranger Books, which has 651 subscribers. She is a fifteen-
year-old tenth grader living in the eastern United States. Winona started watching BookTube 
videos in middle school after searching for reviews of her favorite book series online, and 
started her own channel two years later. Though she loves books, she also loves the 
filmmaking aspect of BookTube, which can be seen in her creative videos.  
Steph  
 Steph runs the channel StephsStories, which has 3,095 subscribers. She is a sixteen-
year-old eleventh grader living in the eastern United States. Steph found BookTube in middle 
school through participation in an Instagram community for a popular YA (young adult) 
book trilogy, and she has also dabbled in the world of book blogging. She loves making 
friends on BookTube, and many of these friendships have extended to offline friendships for 
her as well. 
Reagan 
 Reagan runs the channel reagansreadingroom, which has 1,688 subscribers. She is a 
seventeen-year-old twelfth grader living in the eastern United States. Reagan found 




video from a popular BookTuber. Her favorite part of the community is the focus on wanting 
well-written books with diverse characters.  
I also used a community survey to collect data from the larger community of 
BookTube, which included participants of all ages. The survey contained twenty questions 
and was created using Qualtrics. The questions were a combination of open-ended and 
multiple-selection questions, plus four demographic questions. I distributed the community 
survey using known contacts in the community, who advertised the Qualtrics survey link on 
their Twitter feeds. I also shared the link on my own social media sites (Twitter, Tumblr, and 
Goodreads) and through my own BookTube videos. Thirty-four community members 
between the ages of 18 and 60 completed the survey, with the majority (n=26), between the 
ages of 20 and 39.  
Procedures and Data Sources 
 The data for this study were collected over four months through a combination of 
participant observation, focal participant interviews, and a community survey. The majority 
of the data comes from participant observation of 396 videos posted by the thirty channels in 
my ethnographic sample. I followed all thirty channels for a period of three months, and took 
detailed fieldnotes on each video as I watched it. Each video was an average of ten minutes 
long. I watched each video three times. On the first viewing, I watched to get the basic 
structure of the video and record basic descriptors such as video title, length, genre, and use 
of advertisements. On the second viewing, I would watch the video slowly, pausing often to 
take descriptive notes on the content of the video relevant to my research questions. I used 
the third viewing to fill in missing information and elaborate on details as needed.  On 




 I completed three semi-structured interviews with each of the three focal participants 
over the course of four months, for a total of nine interviews. Each interview lasted 
approximately one hour. The interviews took place on Today’s Meet 
(http://todaysmeet.com), a private chat room that allows participants to chat using a unique 
link. Participants did not have create accounts, and used their pseudonyms as their user 
names to ensure anonymity. The first round of interviews took place in the first month of the 
study, the second round took place in months two and three of the study, and the final round 
of interviews were completed in the fourth month, after I completed participant observation 
fieldnotes on the video data set. The third set of interview questions on advertising and 
sponsorship was of particular interest this research question, so the majority of the relevant 
interview data comes from those interviews. 
 Finally, the field note and interview data were compared against a subset of four 
questions in a community survey that asked the broader BookTube community about the 
practices and perceptions of advertising and sponsorship on BookTube. The specific survey 
questions of interest to this research questions were: 
• Q16. What types of advertising and sponsorship have you employed in your 
videos or on your channel? 
• Q17. Approximately how much money have you made from your 
participation in BookTube/YouTube? 
• Q18. What role do advertising and sponsorship play on your channel and 
videos? 
• Q19. In your opinion, what role do advertising and sponsorship play in 





For my data analysis, I used Miles and Huberman’s (1994) guidelines for three stages 
of data analysis: data reduction, data display, and data interpretation. I worked through these 
three stages with each my data sets (fieldnotes, interviews, and survey) discretely, and 
compared across all three at the interpretation level. 
After exiting the field, I compiled my field note data for all 396 hundred videos into a 
single Microsoft Word document. I converted the text into a table, adding a column to the 
right for coding (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011). I then systematically performed a close 
reading of the data, developing descriptive codes within the frame of my research questions 
(Hine, 2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994). This process was non-linear, and often required me 
to go back through sections multiple times to apply and refine codes as needed. I then built 
these descriptive codes in pattern codes, collapsing and categorizing according to patterns in 
the descriptive codes. Next, I sorted the data into different digital documents by codes. If a 
segment of text was tagged with multiple codes, I added that segment to multiple documents. 
I used these documents to “play with the data” (Yin, 2011, p. 191), moving it around and 
continuing to sort, combine, and collapse the data into themes, which I then developed into 
assertions (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2011; Roulston, 2014).  
I followed the same steps of descriptive coding, pattern coding, thematic analysis, and 
developing assertions for the analysis of the three focal participant interviews. I combined all 
nine interview transcripts into a single file in Microsoft Word, and converted the text to a 
table for coding. I used descriptive codes within the frame of my theoretical framework to 
answer my research question, and built these into pattern codes and themes. I then compared 




specifically compared the codes, patterns, and themes from each participant’s individual 
video fieldnotes. I then used these codes to refine the assertions I developed for the field note 
data.  
  I analyzed the community survey data last, to compare the perceptions of the 
community as a whole against those of my adolescent participants. I downloaded all 
responses to the last two survey questions (questions 18 and 19) in Qualtrics and put them 
into a table in Microsoft Word. Because questions 16 and 17 were quantitative, I converted 
question 16 into a frequency distribution table and question 17 into a histogram to visually 
represent the data, and added both to the table in Microsoft Word. As with fieldnotes and 
interviews, I followed the same steps of descriptive coding, pattern coding, thematic analysis, 
and building assertions. Though most of the themes overlapped between the three data sets, 
the quantity of codes and text segments differed between the field note and interview data, 
which were quite similar, and the survey data. I will discuss these differences in my findings 
section. 
Findings 
In this section, I present the findings of my analysis on how young people both 
participate in and critique the commodification of literacy practices through BookTube. This 
analysis focuses on three major arguments constructed from themes and evidence in the 
qualitative data. The first outlines how YouTube as a platform encourages commodification 
as an inherent element of creating videos on the platform, and how young people aspire to 
make money with their channels. The second examines the concept of BookTubers engaging 




closely at several small, yet significant, moments of resistance noted among the adolescents 
in the study.  
“Why Not Get Paid?”: The YouTube Partnership 
 Though a handful of BookTubers make profits from their channels, this study 
revealed that profiting from videos was the exception more than the rule. However, many of 
the participants expressed a desire to make money in the future. As a small community on 
YouTube, BookTube channels and videos typically receive modest views. This limits the 
possibility for significant profits through the YouTube advertising partnership program. 
Though BookTubers may not make a lot of money, if any, from their channels, this does not 
stop them from aspiring to do so.  
 To turn on these advertisements, the content creator must both enable advertising in 
general and select to include specific types of ads on individual videos. The YouTube user 
panel refers to this as “monetizing” the video. This allows users to choose to monetize some 
videos, and not monetize others. In the videos I observed, the majority of the advertisements 
used were overlay display ads – small, rectangular advertisements that pop up in the bottom 
third of the screen while a video is playing. Viewers can either click the ad, close the ad, or 
ignore it, and the ad disappears after ten seconds. Some of the participants (n=6) also used 
skippable videos ads. These ads play at the beginning of a video, and can be skipped after 
five seconds if the viewer is not interested in watching the full ad. I did not observe any non-
skippable advertisements or ads that played in the middle of videos, though these are options 
in the YouTube use panel.  
 These observations from the videos themselves only reveal part of the story. Out of 




on at least one form of YouTube partnership advertising on at least one observed video. In 
addition to the minimal use of the advertising features, there was no direct discussion of 
advertising features in the videos themselves. Profiting from advertising is clearly a service 
YouTube provides and that some BookTubers utilize, but it exists in the background, behind 
the scenes.  I was also interested in why BookTubers choose to opt-in or opt-out of 
monetizing their channels, and both the survey and interview questions allowed me to learn 
more about this decision making process.  
The interviews and survey revealed BookTubers’ perceptions of both how advertising 
operates on the own channels and in BookTube as a community. These responses covered a 
spectrum of feelings about advertising, from negative to ambivalent to positive. Only one 
participant had outright negative feelings about advertising, notably proclaiming, “I 
absolutely hate ads on BookTube and I refuse to do anything to my viewers that I myself 
despise. Also, I’m never going to have a large enough channel to actually make money, and I 
don’t want to be responsible for something that big anyway!” This BookTuber is focused on 
her content, but is not interested in making money from her contributions to the community. 
Admittedly, the advertising on BookTube, and YouTube as a whole, can be a nuisance, as it 
can be in other forms of media (I’m sure we have all desired to skip the commercials more 
than once on television programming). This response suggests that a small number of 
BookTubers do not engage advertising because they are actively, and/or adamantly, against 
the practice. It also suggests, as we will see throughout this study, that participants are 
engaged in the community for different purposes, some of which are not compatible with the 




For many, including all three of my focal interview participants, feelings regarding 
the lack of advertising were more ambivalent and situational. Among survey participants, 
42% employed no advertising on their channels, and 65% have made no money from their 
channels, even when advertising was activated. Many respondents attributed their lack of 
advertising and profit to their channels not having enough subscribers to support profit from 
ads. One survey participant explained, “I do not participate in advertising or sponsorships. 
My channel is too small to matter.” Another noted, “I think most BookTube channels will 
remain so small that ad revenue will be useless.” In my interviews with Winona, she 
confessed to a lack of understanding about how the whole advertising system even worked, 
which is why she had not turned on ads for her channel. In these cases, not activating 
advertising is more about lack of interest or understanding in the process, rather than an 
outright disdain for the practice. It also seems that the positives of advertising (eg, making 
money) do not outweigh the negatives (eg, boring one’s viewers) when the profit is so 
minimal. The median profit among survey responses was $0, and only four respondents 
reported making more than $80 across the lifespan of their channels. For many, it seems, 
advertising offers little to no benefit. 
Though many BookTubers may be making little to no money from their channels, 
most expressed a desire to make money in the future, expressing positive views about 
advertising for those with the audience to profit from it. Many participants do, in fact, desire 
to profit from their hobby, even if just to support the money they put into equipment and 
books. “[M]aking videos takes a long time (and costs some money as well – for example, 
I’ve bought professional lighting and a microphone), so why not get paid while you’re at it?” 




BookTubers deserve to place ads on all of their videos and deserve sponsorship for all the 
work they do to make videos,” said one survey participant. Another pointed out, “They 
[advertisements] help create revenue as compensation for the time and work I put into 
creating content…it will be great when the day comes that I’m monetarily compensated.” 
These perceptions about advertising, from the negative to the aspirational, illustrate 
the tensions between the goals prosumers have in operating their channels. Across all of the 
data in this study, participants discussed why they started their BookTube channels, and none 
of them mentioned advertising, profits, or money. Instead, they spoke of a love for 
community, books, technology, and making friends. As Raun (2018) observed with Julie Van 
Vu, BookTubers are finding a balance between the relational and community-building 
aspects of the sub-culture and branding themselves to take advantage of opportunities for 
profit – when that opportunity arises. The tacit understanding is that the desire for profit 
should be secondary to authenticity and connection with the audience. Money, revenue, and 
profits are rarely (if ever) explicitly discussed in videos because the focus for the amateur 
user is designed to be play rather than profit. From YouTube’s standpoint, the primary job of 
the YouTube user is to generate content and populate the site with videos, as well as to watch 
videos created by others. Profit, on the other hand, is secondary – a “why not?” for those who 
have built the connections and audience to benefit from the practice. 
Building a Personal Brand for Publishing Industry Partnerships 
In addition to earning revenue through the YouTube partnership, BookTubers can 
harness their community presence for free products and sponsorships from external book 
industry companies, including publishers. As influencers marketing their content as a 




seeking to promote their products to a niche audience. Like making money from YouTube 
Partnership advertisements, these book industry partnerships are not the primary goal of 
creating content on BookTube, but, rather, a mutually beneficial “opportunity” (a word used 
often by participants) that becomes available after building an audience on the site. This 
section will look at how study participants perceive, enact, and describe building a brand, and 
how this brand is attractive as a marketing tool for book-related companies. 
Throughout this study, I observed, recorded, and talked with BookTubers about both 
their reasons for starting their channels and their future goals with their channels. This shed 
some light on why BookTubers do what they do, and why they’ve chosen YouTube as their 
primary platform. One common theme across participants was the desire to grow their 
channels and extend their audience, which includes increasing subscriber counts and views 
(the primary metrics to estimate a channel’s popularity). As with revenue and advertising, 
these goals are positioned as secondary to friendships and the content of the channels. But 
reaching an audience is an inherent, embedded feature of posting public videos for a public 
audience. Because of this, I observed and recorded many examples of how BookTubers 
promote themselves and their videos in order to gain breadth and depth of engagement with 
viewers. In turn, this engagement can be harnessed to build relationships in the publishing 
industry that can lead to financial gain through free products and sponsorship in videos, with 
the eventual goal of building one’s channel into a recognizable BookTube brand.  
BookTubers who are just starting to build their channels have many strategies for 
increasing their views and subscribers and, thus, expanding their audiences. First and 
foremost, they want to create high-quality content that appeals to their perceived audience. 




describes, “If i [sic] am watching a booktube channel, I would subscribe due to the person 
and if I like what they discuss. I don't want to sub to someone who isn't interesting. I want to 
have fun while watching their video or be intrigued.” Content is king in spaces like 
BookTube. However, users are also looking for someone whom they can imagine being 
friends with. When I asked Steph why she thought her channel had gained so many 
subscribers over the course of the study, she theorized that it was due to a combination of 
content and connections:  
I think I read a lot of popular books that a wide group of people can relate to. I also 
think a lot of my growth is due to my friends on BookTube. Having others talk about 
your channel and include you in their videos is a huge way to get your channel's name 
out there.  
 
Steph describes her channel as successful because it combines engaging content that interests 
her viewers and her connections to content creators from other channels. I observed all three 
focal participants responding to comments, mentioning other community members in videos, 
and commenting on each other’s videos, demonstrating their attention to connections with 
other content creator in the community. 
YouTube’s user interface encourages and facilitates channel promotion so users like 
Winona, Steph, and Reagan can find each other across the platform. The site is designed to 
keep viewers watching videos and finding new content. When watching a video, for example, 
viewers are given a column of similar and related videos to the right to encourage clicking 
and watching. YouTube also enables autoplay, which plays recommended videos 
automatically after completing a video. The subscription feature allows users to 
automatically receive all new videos from favorite channels in a feed, and channels can also 





Bringing in new viewers through YouTube’s content discovery algorithm can be key 
in building a successful channel, and an attractive thumbnail is the first image a potential 
viewer sees of a channel’s video. In one interview with Reagan, she explained, “I've also 
learned lots about marketing/public relations in regard to what people are more likely to be 
attracted to. Stuff like content, thumbnails, etc.” Thumbnails are the small images that are 
like the book cover for a video. In the early days of YouTube, the video thumbnail was just a 
random still-frame image selected from the video. But now users can upload their own 1280 
by 720 pixel images to serve as the clickable image representation of the video. According to 
Tim Schmoyer (2017), the creator of the popular YouTube channel Video Creators, enticing 
thumbnail images are one of the most important elements for growing a YouTube channel. 
Reagan’s channel incorporates many of the elements Schmoyer recommends to increase 
clicks, including bright colors and still images that indicate action (see Figure 1 for an 
example of a thumbnails that follows these guidelines). Reagan also explained that she had to 
learn how to use the digital photo editing program PicMonkey (http://picmonkey.com) to 
improve her thumbnail quality, since her original method, “was an annoying process. The old 
thumbnails are funny to look at now, because I never knew what size to make them, so words 
or parts of the picture always got cut off.” Thumbnails are just one of many details that go 
into crafting a YouTube channel and digital brand, but Reagan’s discussion of them 
exemplifies how she had to learn a new skill – photo editing –when trying to attract viewers 
to her videos.  
Through a combination of appeals to perceived audiences, the BookTubers in this 
study all demonstrated that they are seeking to expand their viewership in the community. 





Example Of An Engaging YouTube Video Thumbnail 
 
industry companies as influencers within the space. I use the broad term “book industry 
companies” here to consider the wide variety of businesses that might be interested in 
harnessing the power of a BookTuber’s viewership as a marketing opportunity. These 
companies are typically book publishers, but I also observed and coded partnerships with 
book subscription box services (a popular one in this study was OwlCrate), online book 
stores, or even sellers of book-themed merchandise in the data. Being recognized by book 
industry companies as a valuable influencer can result in the BookTuber receiving ARCs 
(advanced reader copies), free products for product placement, sponsorship deals, or even 
opportunities to become a brand representative. Of these, ARCs were the most prevalent: all 
three focal participants in the study reported receiving ARCs, as did 64% of survey 
participants, and I noted explicit mentions and/or displays of ARCs on 60% of channels I 
observed. 
One young BookTuber in my study, Joy of the channel Novel Joy, was a brand 




highest subscriber count out of all of the channels in my sample. In the 18 videos I recorded 
for Joy, she received and promoted 15 different promotional books from publishers and 
subscription boxes. She received all of the books and subscription boxes for free in exchange 
for their placement in her videos. Midway through the study, Joy announced that she would 
be making monthly videos for one of the major publishing companies, for which she also 
received free books to be featured in the videos. In the same video, she also mentioned that 
she is a “featured vlogger” with an online book selling website. As a featured vlogger, she 
maintains a curated recommended book list on an official profile page so that Joy’s fans can 
purchase them, and Joy receives a small commission on all books purchased through links on 
her page. Several of her subsequent videos featuring book hauls (sharing books received that 
week/month) pointing viewers to her featured vlogger page, where Joy has updated the list to 
include the books from the haul.  
The benefit for both the publisher and the BookTuber is increased engagement with 
both brands. The BookTuber is able to get insider information, whether it be early access to 
pre-publication books, author interviews, or one-of-a-kind promotional items. This helps the 
BookTuber continue to build a personal brand as an insider and influencer, rather than just a 
casual reader. The publisher is able to harness free or low-cost publicity through word-of-
mouth advertising directly between users interested in their products. Winona spoke in her 
interviews to the power that publishers have in helping a channel grow: “They have many 
influences over the community. They can help a booktuber become more popular or if they 
get more of the popular books.” She also explains how this effect can snowball, noting, “If 
you receive one ARC and review it, more people can see that you are good to send arcs to 




brands receiving more free products, which, in turn, makes their channel more appealing and 
brings in more viewers.  
 “Pls Sponsor me chickfila”: Evidence of Resistance 
The adolescents in this study certainly participate actively in commodified practices 
through BookTube, but I also found a small segment of evidence showing that some 
participants are also critical of commodified practices in the space. Though the evidence 
demonstrating this critique was limited, I do think it is important to discuss it here as a very 
important theme within the study.  
Several (n=7) of the videos I observed featured either negative reviews of Advanced 
Reader Copies (ARCs) of books or an “unhaul” of ARCs given by the publishers. Though the 
mere presence and mention of the ARCs is still a form of free or low-cost publicity for the 
novel being discussed, these discussions represent a rejection of the positive hype around 
ARCs. This is not to say that there was not evidence of critical reviews in the data, but rather 
that a small handful of videos specifically presented an entirely negative review of a novel or 
an outright refusal to even read it. In one video, Beth (14) gives away four books given to her 
by publishers because they were all “boring.” Sara (16) gave one star out of five to two 
different ARCs given to her by publishers, noting that she vehemently hated both. And 
Ginger (17) blames one ARC for making her “salty” and putting her in a “reading slump” (ie, 
a temporary lack of interest in reading for pleasure).  
 Another form of resistance noted in the videos was the use of self-aware humor to 
poke fun at some of the sponsorship-focused activity these young people observe around 
them. Most of the young participants are not actively engaged in sponsorship through third-




In one video, Ginger mentions that she might get some food once she finished her video. In 
editing, she splices in a text overlay that jokes, “true facts. (pls sponsor me chickfila)” This 
moment is brief, less than a second, but Ginger is referring to the tendency of brand-name 
references to be connected to corporate sponsorship. Ginger does not actually intend for 
Chik-Fil-A to see her video or offer sponsorship, but the joke is one recognizable to others 
within the community as commentary that others in the space are being paid to mention 
specific brands in videos.  
In another video, Joy (18) laughingly calls her book subscription box presentation an 
“infomercial.” Here, she is using humor to address the fact that the video contains three 
“unboxings” of ARCs and book subscription box content from various corporate entities. In 
unboxing videos, participants typically open new products and share their first impressions. 
In BookTube, unboxings are books received through the mail, either purchased online or sent 
by publishers. In Joy’s video, she unboxed one promotional box from a publisher that 
contained two ARCs, plus promotional materials that included a postcard, bookmarks, a 
mask, and a temporary tattoo. She also unboxed two book subscription boxes that were sent 
to her for free in exchange for promotion on her channel. Each box contained a hardcover 
book plus various trinkets related to the theme of the book: tea sachets, bookmarks, 
keychains, an inflatable neck pill, and a pen. Joy took the time to take out each item from 
each of the boxes, showing it to the audience and explaining what it is. Indeed, the video is 
just the presentation of three products for promotional products, so Joy’s infomercial 
comparison makes sense. By saying this up front in the video, Joy is using self-aware humor 




 The final form of resistance I noted across the videos I observed were two of the 
participants who regularly featured library books on their channels. Bebe (14) and Janna (18) 
both featured mostly library books on their channels, and both specifically mentioned the 
library as a primary source of their reading material. In one video, Janna presented a library 
book haul, a variation on the standard BookTube book haul video. A library book haul 
focuses on sharing a stack of books and why the BookTuber picked them up to take home, 
but without the hidden understanding that significant money was spent on the books. Book 
hauls are a very common and popular video on BookTube, and library hauls representation a 
variation on this practice that does not involve and economic transaction between the 
BookTuber and a corporate entity. Another participant in the study, Paloma, even presented a 
critique of hauls as a genre that many BookTubers feel pressured to post because they get the 
most views. When Bebe and Janna share videos featuring library book hauls, they are 
presenting content that actively challenges the need to purchase and own books.  
Discussion and Conclusion 
 Though many of the adolescents in this study have minimal or no profit from their 
channels, it is clear that commercial influences and prosumer culture (Ritzer and Jurgenson, 
2010; Drakopoulou, 2017; Bakioglu, 2018) do play a role in the commodification of 
adolescents’ literacy practices on BookTube. Many of the channels in this study 
demonstrated features of self-commodification (Raun, 2018), influencer culture (Berryman & 
Kavka, 2017), and micro-celebrity (Jerslev, 2016; Marwick, 2013; Marwick & boyd, 2011; 
Raun, 2018; Senft, 2013) practices in their videos. Though BookTubers expect that the 




commercial aspects of participation in the space still have a significant influence on the 
decisions young people make in creating, maintaining, and promoting their channels.  
 All three focal participants, and many of the observed videos, in this study cited 
making friends and building connections with other channels as a primary focus for their 
participation in BookTube. Success on BookTube, like other communities on YouTube, 
requires the affective work (Raun, 2018) of sharing one’s life and opening up to one’s 
audience. On BookTube, this can be found in videos where BookTubers share their 
emotional reactions in book reviews, take viewers with them to the bookstore through an 
experience vlog, or reveal that they reading routines and quirks in a discussion video. 
BookTubers build their audiences through intimacy and authenticity (Marwick, 2013; 
Marwick & boyd, 2011; Senft, 2008; Senft, 2013). Sharing their intimate lives as readers 
helps BookTubers build their audience, their channel, and their brands. 
 Most BookTubers exemplified self-commodification practices. Not all made money 
from their channels during the study, but many engaged in practices designed to build their 
brand and their following. Brand-building in this case is an activity separate from money-
making, but one that allows a BookTuber to successfully monetize his or her channel in the 
future. Building a brand on YouTube requires a specific set of skills, including creating 
engaging thumbnails on photo editing programs and editing a video to hold the audience’s 
attention. In addition, being able to read ARCs and share reviews of publisher-distributed 
pre-publication novels as an influencer (Berryman & Kavka, 2017) also helps BookTubers to 
be recognized by their audiences as an industry insider, thus increasing their value as a brand 
and channel worth watching. None of my focal participants considered ARCs a form of 




money is exchanged. But the prevalence of ARCs points to the role that BookTubers play as 
a influencer marketing books for publishers directly to their niche audiences.  
 Young people are participating in the economy in new ways through online spaces, 
and we as literacy educators and researchers need to be aware of the complexities of 
participation in these spaces. Though much of this participation is happening outside of the 
walls of formal education, there are still significant implications for the work we do to 
prepare young people for their reading experiences outside of the classroom. In particular, I 
believe that this research highlights the necessity of continued discussions of corporate 
influences in formal education, as well as educating young people about the commercial 
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CONCLUSION AND REFLECTION 
 I designed this dissertation study to explore the nature of literacies and learning in the 
online community BookTube. I strove to understand how adolescents engage with learning 
through participation in the space as they developed both technical skills and literacy skills. 
My study sought to answer the following questions:  
5. How are the features of BookTube enacted on the site?  
6. How are adolescents’ literacy practices situated in BookTube? 
7. How do adolescent BookTubers describe their participation in this 
community?  
8. How are literacy practices commodified through participation in BookTube? 
C. How do adolescents participate in this commodification? 
D. How do adolescents critique and resist this commodification? 
To answer these questions I conducted a four-month virtual ethnography (Boellstorff, Nardi, 
Pearce, & Taylor, 2012; Hine, 2000) employing both systematic observation of the 
community and virtual interviews with three focal participants. To analyze the data generated 
by my ethnographic inquiry, I coded each data set using descriptive codes to reduce the data 
based on my research questions, sorted these codes into pattern codes, and developed those 
pattern codes into themes and assertations to answer my questions (Miles & Huberman, 




to theory, presenting the overarching implications of the study, and reflecting on what I have 
learned. 
Review of the Findings 
 In this section, I present a summary of my findings across this study as a whole. 
These findings echo my research questions and are grouped into three areas: defining 
BookTube, participation and literacies on BookTube, and commodification of BookTube. I 
will conclude by tying all of these together. 
Defining BookTube 
 The very first question I had to answer with this study was, “what is BookTube?” 
Through conversations with my focal participants and systematically examining the features 
of the site, I learned that BookTube is a loose network of book enthusiasts who create videos 
about books and reading on YouTube. Something (a video, a channel, or a content creator) is 
considered part of BookTube if it is recognized as performing the Discourse (Gee, 
1999/2011) of BookTube. During the course of this study, that performance included a 
combination of identity markers such as video genres, editing styles, vocabulary, 
dispositions, and connections to other members.  
 As BookTube is a virtual affinity space (Gee, 2004), members move in and out of the 
space. Thus, the space and the community, and what defines it, has the potential to shift and 
change over time. New members enter, old members move on, and the combination of 
identity markers recognized as BookTube change accordingly. Therefore, the definition of 
BookTube that I noted for this study has likely shifted in the time since my data were 
collected, and will continue to shift over time. Thus, this study represents a snapshot of 




 Of the many features I noted that BookTubers use to perform their identity as 
BookTubers, video genres and goal setting stand out as being the two most prominent 
defining features. BookTubers operate within a framework of existing video genres, and most 
participants in the study conformed to these genres in all of their videos. However, these 
genres also gave BookTubers a starting point from which to express creativity and expand 
the Discourse. For example, participants used unhauls and library hauls to challenge the 
pervasive consumerism in the community. 
 Goal setting and tracking, on the other hand, allowed BookTubers to engage in 
sharing their reading choices and learning about new books from others. Participants often 
described learning about new books from others’ To Be Read (TBR) lists and monthly 
reading wrap-ups. This created a book-rich environment where BookTubers were regularly 
introduced to new books, which they then add to their TBRs as well. This process of sharing 
was cyclical and reciprocal. Participants in my general channel sample, focal participants, 
and survey participants alike all reported reading more because of exposure to new books on 
BookTube, which then provided them with more and varied content for their own channels. 
 To succinctly refine my definition of BookTube from my original criteria, I would 
therefore add that BookTube genres provide the structure for participation and goals setting 
and tracking provide the content to keep the information fresh, relevant, and original to each 
BookTuber.  
Participation and Literacies in BookTube 
 Participation in BookTube encompassed both an attention to the technical skills 
involved in creating online videos and the values of participation, collaboration, and 




engagement with both the technology and ethos “stuff” of new literacies (Lankshear & 
Knobel, 2011).   
 Though the participants in this study demonstrated varying levels of competency with 
video creation, each was operating with at least a beginning knowledge in the basics of 
planning, filming, editing, and uploading self-created video content to be shared with others 
on the web. As my focal participants all explained in their interviews, this process was 
instigated by discovering BookTube content through watching videos, and then by making 
the decision to become an active participant in the community by uploading content of their 
own.   
 Participation in BookTube was also marked by the shared value that everyone has 
something to contribute, and that contribution is valuable to the community as a whole. 
BookTube has no formal hierarchy. It has no teachers or certified experts. Rather, it is a 
network of users sharing what they know and, at times, learning what they want to know. 
 These observations led me to conclude that BookTubers are demonstrating new 
literacies skills and practices (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) through their participation in the 
space. They are employing and experimenting with new technology tools, including lighting 
kits, microphones, smart phones, digital cameras, video editing platforms, photo editing 
platforms, and social media sites. However, they are also engaging with the ethos of 
participations, collaboration, and distributed knowledge. Across all of my data I observed 
evidence of participants learning from each other through observation, direct questioning, 
and sharing tutorials. I also observed collaborations through shared projects and endeavors, 
such as Steph and Reagan’s liveshow gameshow and Sara’s contributions as a member of the 




Commodification of BookTube 
 BookTube, like almost all communities on YouTube, is affected by commodification 
through monetization, product placement, and sponsorships. Though very few of the 
participants in my observation sample were engaged in money-making practices through 
their channels, I did observe that they were influenced by the pervasive culture of 
commodification present on YouTube and in the book marketing sphere. However, I also 
observed some small instances of resistance to commodification. Here, I will discuss my 
findings related to both participant and resistance in commodification on BookTube. 
Participation 
 Because of the age of my study participants, I found that commodification was an 
aspiration but not a current practice for most. Even among those who did have advertising 
enabled (n=10 in the observation sample and 65% of survey respondents), most did not make 
much money. However, many participants expressed a desire to make money eventually 
from their channels.  
 Advertising revenue on YouTube is driven by a combination of metrics including 
subscriber count and the number of view a video receives. I observed BookTubers engaging 
in practices to grow both of these. These practices included engaging with their viewers 
through comments, creating attractive thumbnails, and connecting with publishers to gain 
insider access to pre-publication books.  
 Overall, BookTubers demonstrated practices of self-commodification (Raun, 2018) 
and microcelebrity (Marwick, 2013; Marwick, 2015; Senft, 2013) in alignment with 
Influencer culture. Influencers blur the lines between consumer and promoter of a product. 




companies to promote products in exchange for free products, early products, or payment. 
This process becomes cyclical, as access to products can, in turn, increase the influencer’s 
subscriber counts and views.  
 Even though most of the BookTubers in this study did not make money from 
YouTube ads, many received product placements in the form of free products: advanced 
reader copies (ARCs) of upcoming book releases. The heavily presence of ARCs in the 
videos I observed, including those of focal participants, points to the commodification of 
these readers as influencers in the book publishing realm. For these young YouTubers, 
commodification through the publishing industry appears to be a stronger factor that 
commodification through YouTubes Partnership Program, likely due to the relatively small 
size of the channels in my sample. 
Resistance 
 I noted very few instances of resistance to these commodification practices. It was not 
possible for me to ascertain whether or not a particular BookTuber’s lack of YouTube ads or 
product placements was a direct act of resistance or simply an indicator that the BookTuber 
did not have access. Two of the participants made light jokes poking fun at sponsorships, 
several gave negative reviews of ARCs or unhauled ARCs they did not read, and two 
presented library book hauls, an alternative route to accessing books without purchasing 
them.  
 Overall, resistance to commodification was minimal in my data. This is likely due to 
the relatively low incidence of commodification in general within the sample, but also the 




because many Booktubers do not feel like commodification is a negative influence in the 
community. If anything, it was viewed positively and aspirationally. 
Tying it All Together 
 Together, these areas highlight how adolescents’ literacy practices are situated within 
BookTube. I believe that this study points to benefits on this spaces in the learning practices 
of young people between the ages of 13-18. In particular, that online affinity spaces 
encourage participation, collaboration, and learning new skills in context at the point of need. 
The cliché of the internet as a Wild West may be less true as we head deeper into the 21st 
century (Levy, 2017), but BookTubers certainly face breaking new ground in terms of 
commodifying their reading practices as influencers in a digital space. All of the young 
people in this study pointed to the value that BookTube has brought to their lives as readers 
and social media consumers, which, in turn, motivated them to continue reading and 
producing content. In the section that follows, I turn to the implications of these practices and 
what we can learn from BookTube in terms of supporting student in developing new literacy 
skills through the classroom. 
Revisiting and Connecting to Theory 
 In the introduction to this dissertation, I outlined the theoretical framework 
underpinning this research. This study is framed in sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), 
with an understanding of literacy a social practice (Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Heath, 1981; 
Perry, 2012; Street, 1984). Specifically, I approached the study from a New Literacies 
perspective (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) with a specific focus on BookTube as a 




I will revisit these theories and explicate how my findings are situated within this theoretical 
framework.  
Social Literacy Practices on BookTube 
 Overwhelmingly, I found BookTube to be a space where meaning making is situated 
within the complex and intersecting social, political, geographical, and historical contexts of 
its participants (Street, 1984). Each participant in the study brought something new to the 
space from his or her unique lived experiences, and those collective experiences combine 
within the space. Some of these literacy practices were on public display in videos, but others 
exist behind the scenes of the decisions BookTubers make across all stages of their process, 
from text selection to final reviews.  
 For example, at the time of the study, Reagan was enrolled in several advanced 
placement (AP) courses at her school. In particular, she spoke in several videos how her AP 
US History course in particular framed her reading practices. On the surface level, this 
affected the time available for her to read, as she often would read in bursts and droughts. 
This would also affect her ability to make videos and develop her channel. Thought speaking 
with her and watching her videos, however, I also observed that the types of reading and 
critical thinking presented in her AP courses were also having an effect on the way she 
approached text selection and reviews. She spoke many times about wanting to read more 
critically and more diversely, and she seemed particularly aware of hearing from 
marginalized voices in her reading. These practices were learned through participation in her 
AP courses, but also then shared to others in the community through Reagan’s videos. 
Reagan’s content became part of the larger conversation in BookTube surrounding the 




 The perspective of literacy as a social practice also posits that different literacies are 
situated in different domains (Barton & Hamilton, 1998), which explored in chapter two 
(article one) of this dissertation in my discussion of BookTube as a unique Discourse. As a 
Discourse, BookTube has its own “BookTube Literacy” that users learn and enact through 
their participation in the space. I discussed BookTube as an identity, but the practices that 
construct identity are intertwined with literacy practices from many domains. Participants 
employed traditional literacy skills in the reading and discussing of print text, but also digital 
literacy and media literacy skills in their video production and marketing. They also 
demonstrated YouTube literacy in doing these things via the YouTube platform. But my data 
also revealed unique practices within the BookTube community that point to BookTube 
literacy as well.  
 BookTube literacy, as I observed it, is used to forge social interactions around the 
shared interest of books. Participants read certain books and share those reads with others. 
Some spoke about reading books because of the recommendations of their peers, or choosing 
to read books that they knew would be of interest to their viewers. Technological literacy and 
editing skills helped participants craft their audio-visual video messages to communicate 
with and to the community in just the right way to convey the meaning the poster intends. 
These literacy practices are not simply about acquisition of skills, but using those skills 
within the social context of BookTube. 
 In addition, BookTube shows us the value of environment in reading motivation and 
identity. With literacy as a social practice, the exposure to a literature-rich environment 
impacts literacy practice by exposing members to a space where literature is used and valued. 




efferent. Moreover, they are exposed to the less physical dispositions, values, and attitudes of 
avid readers. Through social interaction, BookTubers absorb and learn from their 
environments. Therefore, the exposure to books in a literature-rich environment has the 
potential to create more informed, stronger readers.  
BookTubers and New Literacies 
 In the third chapter (second article) of this dissertation, I thoroughly considered 
BookTube as a space where New Literacies (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) learning occurred. 
In that article, I specifically looked at the “technical stuff” of new literacies and the “ethos 
stuff” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2011) as found in my data for my three focal participants. 
Within the ethos stuff, I consider each of the elements of participation, collaboration, and 
distributed knowledge. I chose to view this theory through the lens of the focal participants 
because the data for those three participant included interviews rich with insights into their 
behind-the-scenes processes and thoughts, but I observed evidence of both the technology 
stuff and ethos stuff in the broader data set as well.  
 As I wrote in my introduction, “new literacies thrive in authentic contexts,” and 
BookTube served as an effective example of this. BookTubers learn many skills and develop 
literacy at the point of need. This looked different for every participant because each 
participant experienced BookTube slightly differently and within the context of their own 
lived experience. However, participants shared many commonalities in areas such as 
vocabulary, video genres, editing styles, and even reading choices that point to participants 
learning new things and developing new literacies within a unique context.  
 These new literacies are exciting because the new technology tools available to us 




at large. Books are not just windows into the lives of others, but tools for fostering 
relationships across both digital and in-person spaces. And, as I discuss in the following sub-
sections, these relationships are built through communities of participation where book lovers 
also learn and apply new skills as part of their engagement in with the things that they love.  
BookTube as a Participatory Culture 
 Though I did not discuss BookTube as a participatory culture (Jenkins et. al., 2006) 
directly in the main articles of this dissertation, this concept was part of the theoretical 
framework in the design stage of the study and in my data analysis. Here, I will briefly 
discuss each of the five features of a participatory culture as observed in BookTube.  
 Low Barriers to Artistic Expression and Civic Engagement. BookTube offers low 
barriers to participation through artistic expression and civic engagement. Anyone with a 
YouTube account can watch and comment on BookTube videos. Anyone with a camera can 
film and upload a video. Many participants specifically mentioned these low barriers to 
participation as the reason why they initially participated by uploading their first videos. 
Though the biggest and most popular channels might employ expensive equipment, novice 
channels might start with making a tripod out of books to film on a camera phone. Likewise, 
the videos can easily be edited on software that comes free with most phones or laptops. 
 Strong Support for Creating and Sharing One’s Creations With Others. 
BookTube is also a space that validates participation and sharing through YouTube’s 
comment feature and follower counts. BookTubers enjoy knowing that their content is 
reaching others and they enjoy reading the comments on their videos. In all three data sets, 
participants in this study spoke of the community’s positive vibe and supportive 




positive feedback, and this encourages BookTubers to continue contributing to the 
community.  
 Informal Mentorship. Informal mentorship on BookTube takes three forms. First, 
BookTubers reach out directly to other BookTubers to ask for advice or learn a new skill. 
Second, they study and copy the styles and choices of BookTubers they admire. Third, they 
create tutorial and informational videos for others. Continued participation in BookTube is 
strengthened through these moments of mentorship. For example, all three focal participants 
mentioned watching emmmabooks’ videos to learn more about aspects of Booktubing. Not 
everyone in the community provides or receives this type of support, but the existence of 
these moments of informal membership send, and reinforce, a message that everyone can 
participate. 
 Belief That One’s Contributions Matter. Beyond feeling supported in creating and 
sharing, BookTubers do believe that their contributions matter. That is why they continue 
uploading to videos to YouTube. Several participants mentioned that they starting making 
videos because they felt they could fill a gap in the space or add a fresh perspective to the 
discussion. YouTube’s algorithm allows for discoverability in content, and every new video 
has the potential to be seen by an audience, whether large or small.  
 So Is BookTube a Participatory Culture? Yes! Based on these five features, 
BookTube is absolutely a participatory culture! I would argue that the space is very positive, 
warm, and welcoming to all. Technologically, there are some barriers to participation if one 
does not have internet or a camera, but the joy of YouTube is that pretty much anyone can 




 Feeling Social Connection With One Another. Finally, friendships are the heart of 
BookTube. YouTube’s platform encourages following and connecting through comments, 
and these connections lead to friendships in many cases. These friendships many exist online, 
though mutually following and regularly commenting on other’s videos or tagging friends to 
create videos. But many of these friendships extend beyond the YouTube platform. The 
thirty participants in this study formed a web of connections with clear friendships and 
cliques. No participant was an island. These social connections encourage others to continue 
contributing and participating, as creating videos and writing comments are the main modes 
for developing social connections on BookTube.  
Is BookTube an Affinity Space? 
 According to Gee (2004), affinity spaces are physical or digital spaces where 
participants gather based on shared passions and common endeavors (Black, 2008). Affinity 
spaces are interesting within theories of social learning and new literacies because, while 
they are primarily gatherings based around passions, they are also sites of significant 
learning. Unlike traditional classroom spaces, affinity spaces are more porous, informal, and 
democratic. Participation looks different based on the interests and engagement of the 
individual members, but the participation occurs in the space. The notion of an affinity space 
borrows heavily from participatory cultures (Jenkins et. al., 2006), but imagines the culture 
as a physical or digital space. 
 Therefore, it is not a surprise that I found that BookTube also functions as an affinity 
space for books and video production. The space itself is organized about shared passions, 
and these passions are paramount over things like experience, age, location, reading ability, 




everyone can contribute and share knowledge. Moreover, participation looks different for 
everyone, and there are many routes to status within the space. Is BookTube an affinity 
space? Absolutely.  
 Both participatory culture and affinity spaces are central to this research because they 
represent BookTube as a space where learning is occurring in new ways. Participatory 
cultures and affinity spaces have emerged from the rise of internet culture, as the internet has 
virtually unlimited space for fans of myriad niche interests to commune with others who 
share those interests. Of course, affinity groups existed before the internet. But the internet 
connects people across space and time in ways that analog meetings simply cannot.  
 Prior to the digital age, bibliophiles gathered for book clubs and could attend book 
events. But BookTubers have expressed that they often feel isolated as readers within their 
immediate peer groups. Especially for teenagers, who have limited money and freedom, they 
might not have many people in their lives with whom to share book reviews, 
recommendations, and enthusiasm. BookTube brings these isolated book lovers together, 
connecting them so that they can share their love of reading and be in a book-rich 
environment where they are socially encouraged to read more, read more broadly, and read 
more deeply than they might on their own.  
Implications 
 This study is one of the first to look at BookTube, but it is situated within a greater 
context of research on new literacies skills and their applications to online spaces. In this 
section, I will consider both the practice implications of this study and the theoretical 
applications. I will also consider the implications for future research to expand and connect 





 The practical implications of this study are not that students should join BookTube or 
create book videos. Rather, I want to explore the practices embedded in BookTube culture 
that could be reshaped into classroom reading instruction. In particular, I will consider how 
BookTube encourages reading motivation and learning in context. In addition, I will discuss 
how the commodification in the space point to the need for media and information literacy 
instruction that reflects current issues students will face with participating in online 
communities.  
Reading Motivation 
 BookTubers are very motivated to read. Though most BookTubers joined the 
community because they already enjoyed reading, they also credited the space with helping 
them discover new books and read more than they did before. They also pointed to 
BookTube for motivating them to read differently—for example, when Reagan discussed 
how she pays more attention to the representations of diverse characters in the books she 
reads.  
 BookTube reminds us of the value of a student-centered curriculum. In particular, 
choice was a central tenet of these BookTubers’ reading worlds. Choice has been 
acknowledged as a critical component to student reading motivation, increasing engagement 
(Worthy & McKool, 1996) and effort (Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000). The BookTubers in this 
study chose the books they added to their TBR lists. They then chose rather to read or not 
read those books, or to read something else entirely. They then also chose how and when to 





Learning in Context 
 BookTubers learned technological skills in context. They did not take a class on video 
production or social media marketing. All three focal participants in this study described 
learning through observing others, trial and error, research, and consulting peers—all at the 
point of need. When Reagan did not know how to create the graphic outro she wanted, she 
asked Ginger [gingergirlbooks] to explain how to do it.  
 BookTubers each utilized a unique set of skills in creating videos for their channels. 
Some, like Winona, experimented with storytelling through editing. Some displayed 
elaborate graphics. Others perfected lighting and sound quality. They all came to the 
community with different sets of skills and desired to learn the skills that they needed to 
manifest their visions.  
 A one-size-fits-all approach would be ineffective for learning those skills, just as a 
one-size-fits-all approach to learning technology skills in formal education is ineffective. 
BookTube highlights the value of access to tutorials and mentors when students are learning 
new technology skills. It also highlights the need for differentiated support, ensuring that 
novices and experienced amateurs alike can advance their skills. Finally, BookTube 
highlights the value of time to tinker, test, try, explore, and even “fail” at learning new skills. 
It is through tinkering and testing that students can find creative solutions to problems. 
Media and Information Literacy 
 The presence of commodification and corporate influences on young people’s leisure 
activities on BookTube reminds us of the desperate need for critical media information 
literacy instruction. BookTubers are producers and consumers of media, and they would 




 Media and information literacy go hand in hand. For information literacy, students 
need to know how to effectively and ethically find answers to questions and problems. This 
requires articulating information needs, accessing information, organizing it, using it 
ethically, and communicating (Grizzle & Singh, 2016). Ethical use includes education on 
plagiarism, citing sources, and copyright, among other issues. These are all skills that are 
necessary for students to know as participants in a digital world. Not attending to ethical 
practices in particular can have legal and financial consequences for content creators, but 
there is currently no system to disseminate this information. Educators can help fill that gap. 
 Media literacy requires students to critically evaluate media and use it in civic 
engagement for self-expression and dialogue (Grizzle & Singh, 2016). Instruction in media 
literacy would include examining bias, accessibility, and the source of information. On 
BookTube, for example, this could empower users to consider the impact of influencer 
marketing on bias in reviews.  
Theoretical Implications 
 This dissertation expands existing work in the areas of new literacies and adolescents’ 
online practices. In this section, I will consider the implications for two theories that shaped 
the theoretical framework of this study as whole: participatory cultures (Jenkins et. al., 2006) 
and affinity spaces (Gee, 2004) . 
Participatory Cultures 
 YouTube and Jenkin’s theory of participatory culture are commonly linked in 
previous research (Burgess & Green, 2009; Lange, 2014; Shifman, 2012; Waldron, 2013). 
This study adds to the existing body of research that explores participatory practices through 




participatory practices through YouTube (Ito et. al., 2009; Lange, 2014), so this study 
contributes to the body of knowledge on how young people are playing and learning through 
YouTube. It also contributes by considering how a sub-community in YouTube has a culture 
and set of practices that make it distinctive within the broader community.  
Affinity Spaces 
 This study also contributes to the existing body of work on affinity spaces (Gee, 
2004). Several ethnographic studies have explore online communities as affinity spaces, 
including fanfiction (Black, 2008; Curwood, 2013), Neopets (Magnifico, 2010), fansites for 
The Sims video game (Gee & Hayes, 2012; Lammers, 2013), and blogs (Lewis, 2014). This 
study adds to this literature by examining a video-based affinity space centered around 
reading. Several prior studies have focused on how writing skills are developed through 
learning from other writers online (Black, 2008; Curwood, 2013; Lewis, 2014), so this study 
extends the knowledge base by adding research around adolescents’ reading practices. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 To extend the work that I have completed in this study, I have several areas of inquiry 
that might be taken up by researchers moving forward. In particular, I believe the following 
question present the next steps to expand our understanding of adolescents’ literacy practices 
in online spaces: 
1. How are the literacy practices of BookTube similar to or different from participation 
in other reading-based affinity spaces, such as Bookstagram, Booklr, Book Twitter, 
Goodreads, or book blogs? 
2. What role does racial identity play in adolescents’ literacy practices on BookTube? 




4. What effect does “BookTube drama” have on the experience of both novice and 
seasoned BookTubers in the affinity space? 
In my study, I focused on BookTube, but most participants actively used multiple social 
media platforms to engage in conversations around books and reading. From my 
observations, there is significant overlap in the platforms, with many users following each 
other across more than one. Conversations moved through multiple spaces. For example, I 
found some evidence that Twitter might serve as a backchannel for BookTube friendships, 
discussions, and “drama.”  
 My channel sample was overwhelmingly white and female, so I do believe that 
explorations of the experiences of non-white and non-female-identified BookTubers would 
add a much-needed look at how diversity and inclusion affect participation in the space. 
Similarly, researchers might also be interested in exploring these experiences across 
platforms—are different platforms more diverse or inclusive than others?  
 Finally, I have two additional questions that arise from this study and its applications 
to classroom practice: 
1. How might lessons learned from BookTube be applied to classroom instruction? 
Specifically, how might they be implementation with a reader’s workshop model? 
2. How might lessons learned from BookTube be applied to the design of library media 
center programming to encourage reading motivation? 
As I prepare to exit academia and return to the media center as a media specialist, I am in a 
position to put these practices into play in my own school library media center. In my future 
work, I envision working with student groups, such as book clubs, to encourage a social 




spaces and mandatory reading practices in schools, but I would like to explore how to bring 
elements of affinity spaces to school-based reading programs.  
Praxis in a YA Literature Course 
 Concurrent with completing my dissertation study, I have also accepted a position as 
a media coordinator at a local high school in Raleigh, North Carolina. In this position, I have 
proposed a young adult literature course to be taught through the media center in the 2020-
2021 school year. I designed this course specifically to incorporate the practical and 
theoretical implications from this study into practice, with the goal of using the course to 
extend my research into the public school classroom. 
 We designed this course to include the elements of a literature-rich environment, 
social interaction, choice, goal-setting, and tracking. Our school media center is a literature-
rich environment and students will have access to the entire space in this course. Students 
will start each 90-minute block with 30 minutes of independent reading, which will be 
assessed through teacher and peer conferences as well as personal reflection. Our goal is for 
students to not only have time to read in the school day, but also time to share what they are 
reading with peers and adults in the library space.  
 Goal setting in this course will not be tied to a grade, and completion of the goal will 
not be assessed. Rather, students will be encouraged to keep TBR lists, create wish lists, and 
participate in the reading challenges such as The Great Wildcat Reading Challenge. Students 
may even create their own challenges and challenge their peers to participate. The goal is not 
to force students to complete goals, but rather to set plans for reading and declare, regularly, 
that they want to read more. The goal is to get them excited about the many options available 




 Learning in this course will be assessed through a variety of self-selected, multi-
modal projects created for authentic audiences – other library patrons. Students will have the 
option to write blog posts, film videos, or record podcasts for the library blog. They will 
share reading recommendation lists through “If You Liked…” pamphlets in the media center. 
They will craft book talks, host discussions, and even implement service projects around 
literacy. All of these ideas have been developed through this research and asking myself, 
“What is it about BookTube that makes readers want to read more, and more deeply?”  
 As we embark on this experiment, my co-librarian and I plan to study what works and 
what does not when it comes to shifting BookTube’s “best practices” into the face-to-face 
classroom. We want to facilitate an affinity space for books, albeit artificially, and study how 
possible it is to create the space in order to create the reading enthusiasts, rather than the 
other way around, as we see in BookTube. Along the way, we also plan to capture data to 
record student perceptions and growth across the class. We hope to be able to share our 
findings to extend and apply the research from this dissertation study to a real-world public 
school classroom environment.  
Reflections 
 In hindsight, this study was a massive undertaking with many critical components 
that each required significant trial and error. In this final section, I will reflect on my 
methodology, my findings, and share my final thoughts as I conclude this study.  
Methodology: Conducting Virtual Ethnography 
 Virtual ethnography is a very open-ended set of methods for engaging in very open-
ended research in very open-ended spaces. In designing this study, I sought to prepare for the 




fieldnote protocols, and interview questions. This was hard to do at the time, as I wanted to 
be open to exploring new lines of inquiry as I explored the community. However, the design 
I settled on still resulted in 1000 pages of data, which was more than adequate to provide a 
robust analysis and answer my research questions. In fact, I have data to support dozens more 
research questions if I so choose to pursue them. In the end, I think I had a “Goldilocks” 
amount of data: not too much, not too little, but just right to explore my initial research 
questions.  
 While I anticipated the volume and depth of data to be my biggest concern, other 
unforeseen issues proved to be more challenging. In particular, participant selection was a 
challenge. I solved the early issues in selecting participating channels by using a snowball 
sample, but selecting focal participants almost served as a roadblock to completing the study 
as I designed it. I had four focal participants tentatively agree to participate early on, but all 
four were unable to procure parental permission or ceased responding to emails when it came 
time to schedule interviews. Despite my best efforts to be transparent in this process by 
creating my own channel and website, and reaching out with detailed information about the 
interview procedures, I understand why their parents in particular were skeptical. In the end, 
a modified selection procedure helped secure three enthusiastic focal participants, and I am 
forever grateful for their time and their parents’ trust.  
 The most challenging participants to find were respondents for the community 
survey. Because of the need, per ethical best practices and the IRB’s request, for parental 
consent for minors completing the survey, I did not get any 13-18 year old participants in the 
community survey. Convincing strangers to take 20 minutes to complete a research survey 




the extra step of asking their parents to sign a consent form would make them click away. 
While the community survey results did provide some interesting information about the 
views of the broader community in comparison with the interviews and observations, I do 
think my findings would have been similar without it.  
 Every study must necessarily limit its scope and timeline, but my final reflection on 
methodology is that I wish I could have observed fewer channels for a longer period of time. 
I do think a year would have been a useful timeframe for capturing the ebb and flow of 
videos over time. My data collection took place in the summer, when most of my adolescent 
participants ramped up their reading and video creation due to summer vacation. But some 
slowed down due to summer camps and vacations. A longer study might have captured more 
from more diverse participants.  
A Note on Analysis 
 Another lesson I learned was that analyzing ethnographic data, especially 1000 pages 
of data, was a huge undertaking. Though I had every intention of analyzing my data using 
Microsoft Word to stay “close to the data” (Charmaz & Mitchell, 2001), my first round of 
data analysis proved this to be far too complex a task for Microsoft Word due to the inability 
to effectively code a single line of data with multiple codes. I was able to complete my 
coding for the fourth research question, on commodification, because they question was so 
narrow and specific. Only a small portion of the written data was directly relevant to the 
question, and, thus, the coding was more manageable. It became immediately apparent that 
coding for the other questions would be a much more messy, layered, and complex process, 
especially in the pattern coding and theme-building stages, so I switched to computer assisted 




 This lesson is the type of lesson doctoral students and ethnographers inevitably learn 
as they complete large studies and refine their preferred process for analysis. While I enjoyed 
coding with Microsoft Word immensely, I would only do so with smaller data sets or narrow 
research questions in the future.   
Literacy and Learning 
 As a school library media coordinator, I think that spaces like BookTube have a lot to 
teach educators about what works in motivating students to read. First and foremost, 
BookTube dismantles the hierarchies students often face in text selection. Rather than a 
teacher, librarian, bookseller, or parent recommending books, BookTube is a space of peer-
to-peer recommendation. In moving through professional spaces as a teacher and librarian 
since completing this study, I have noticed a difference in the books that adults recommend 
to each other and the books that the participants in my study were reading and sharing.  
 All of the participants in this study were avid readers, but a common theme in their 
videos and interviews was that they were often the only avid reader in their class, school, 
peer group, and/or family. BookTube is a unique environment that bridges the geographic 
gaps between those with an affinity for reading.  
Final Thoughts 
 The internet, YouTube, and teenagers are always changing. Since I completed this 
study, many of my participants have stopped making videos. Some went off to college, some 
switched to focus on other content, and others switched to new platforms, such as 
Bookstagram. Additionally, since I finished this study, YouTube changed their partnership 
program to limit ad sharing to channels with over 1,000 subscribers and 4,000 hours of watch 




program and have their account reviewed before participating. This change removed smaller 
YouTubers and BookTubers from the partner program. Were I to return to BookTube to 
complete this study in 2019, just two years later, the community would undoubtedly have 
undergone shifts and changes.  
 When I embarked on my journey to study the internet, I knew I was capturing a 
snapshot in time through the artifacts left by community members. As Hine (2000) describes, 
virtual ethnography is designed to explore the internet as both a site of cultural formation and 
as a product of culture—a cultural artifact. Indeed, this study has demonstrated the ways in 
which BookTubers connect through the digital trails they leave in videos and comments, but 
also in their external activities that surround the digital community. Particularly through 
interviews with focal participants, I learned about friendships and connections that happen 
behind the scenes. I also learned about the literacy practices developed behind the scenes that 
informed the reading and technology learning experiences involved in the creation of 
BookTube videos and participation in the community.  
 There will always be a new hangout space for book fiends. BookTube is just one. 
This study certainly captures many elements that are unique to a subset of BookTube as it 
existed then, but also many elements that speak to the larger roles that virtual communities 
play in literacy and learning. What looks like play to those on the outside is actually an 









Sample BookTube Videos 


























2darlingdimples Beth 14 462 97 16 
alwaysreading Autumn 16 162 24 12 
Andrea in the Pages Andrea 16 191 104 14 
Author of My Life Bebe 14 568 157 12 
Book Sisters Chloe and 
Sophie 
15 35 34 9 
Bookish Cody Cody 14 2076 153 5 
BookKIT Kit 18 1219 183 35 
BookSamuel Samuel 13 89 22 7 
BookTime Talia 17 3710 74 2 
Charlotte’s Books Charlotte 17 742 225 11 
crazyforbooks Aaron 16 4793 88 8 
Diamond Stories Diamond 15 92 69 4 
gingergirlbooks Ginger 17 2060 90 25 
HannaBanana Books Hanna 14 979 52 1 
HappyReader Maggie 15 576 37 0 




JannaBanana Janna 18 297 18 11 
KaylaBetweenthePages Kayla 18 401 50 4 
Kyle Kyle Kyle Kyle 16 559 59 8 
Novel Girl Sara 16 11,450 253 10 
Novel Joy Joy 18 15774 167 18 
Novel Pal Paloma 15 2669 195 14 
One Page at a Time Mike 18 240 22 24 
readaholic Jamie 16 125 47 12 
Reading 24/7 Kim 16 6753 99 23 
Reading Forever Tiffany 17 577 44 30 
reagansreadingroom Reagan 17 1688 229 16 
Ruby Reader Ruby 15 2606 249 40 
Steph’s Stories Steph 16 3085 117 8 
Stranger Books Winona 15 651 118 9 
*Channel names are pseudonyms chosen to be similar in theme and tone to the actual 
channel name 










Date: May XX 
Participant: Chloe and Sophie 
Title: April Wrap-Up 




“Hello everybody! My name is Chloe and today is going to be my April wrap-up.” This 
video is filmed in a corner formed by two white bookcases, each filled with a variety of 
books. These books look less tidy and perfect than the average Booktuber’s books, as I think 
this is their real childhood collection in their room. The lighting is okay, but Chloe’s face is 
noticeably dark and I don’t think she’s filming by a window. The camera quality is also low 
and grainy. 
She didn’t read a lot in April, but “chill,” it’s okay. She’s going to discuss what she read and 
what she’s currently reading. She only read three books: 
1. A Midsummer’s Night Dream by Shakespeare. Read this for her grade 10 English 
class. This part of the video is actually fascinating from the standpoint of an English 
teacher, because she discusses her candid thoughts on the book. She is starting to 




learning how to read Shakespeare and get through the language of the stories. She 
enjoyed the experience of this story more than when she read Romeo and Juliet last 
year (even though she like that, too). Chloe explains that anyone who hates love 
triangles should stay away from Shakespeare, because this whole book is a love 
trapezoid/square/circle. The love lives are complicated, and it took her a week to 
wrap her head around it. It was confusing. But she really liked it, though she doesn’t 
remember what she rated it. 
2. Love and First Sight by Josh Sundquist. This book is hilarious, and she loves Josh 
Sunquist. This is a new release, though Chloe doesn’t usually care about new 
releases. “Books about blind people are so freaking fascinating.” “It’s so 
informational about being blind.” It tackles stereotypes about blind people. She loved 
the contrast between the seeing world and blind world. This is a character driven 
story. She loved that Will wasn’t depressed much, and this was “great to see in the 
life of a disabled person.” It was a fantastic representation in her point of view. She 
will read more Josh Sundquist books. 
3. Why We Broke Up by Daniel Handler. She’s into visual graphics right now, and 
shows us the images. She gives a summary of the book, and some criticisms. She felt 
that the book did a lot more telling than showing, and she wishes that the physical 
chemistry between the two characters had been more clear. But she did love the 
“stunning” “unique” and “glamorous” art style. The story is “absolutely tragic.” 
Next, Chloe shares the books she is currently reading as we head into May. 
1. The Future of Us by Jay Asher. She is reading the audiobook, but her brother says 




this. She shows the Playaway player she got from her school library that she is 
listening to. She kind of hates the audiobook because she hates one of the voice 
actors. This is her first audiobook and she’s not sure how she feels about it. It’s hard 
to know where she is in the book, and doesn’t really know how to work the player. It 
tells her when she’s near the end of a chapter, but not where she is in the book as a 
whole. But she listens to the audiobook when her mom tells her to do the dishes, 
because she likes feeling “double productive.” 
2. Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone by JK Rowling. She’s almost finished. This 
is her first time reading the story, and she mentions that she’s going to link to her 
video where the talks about that. In the top of the video, she has, in fact, linked to that 
video using a YouTube card. She’s not going to say anything about it yet, but she 
probably won’t marathon it. She’s liking it, though. “It’s middle grade, but it doesn’t 
feel juvenile.” She’s reading it very slowly, but hopes to be done in a few days. 
Chloe closes out the video by asking viewers to share what they read in April or “whatever 
the heck you want.” Subscribe, like, and she will see us in the next video. “Bye!” The video 
then cuts to an end card with a picture of the sisters reading as the background, an icon, and a 
two linked video images. 
 
VIDEO #258 
Date: July XX 
Participant: Kit 
Title: Why I Can’t DNF 







 Kit is filming this video from the floor beside her bed in her hotel room. We can see 
the unmade bed behind her. Today, she will be talking about her feelings on DNFing (Did 
Not Finish) books, or giving up on books she starts. She’s been hearing a lot more talk about 
this and thinks it is becoming less “tabooed”, so she wants to add her opinion to the 
conversation. She used to DNF all the time in middle school, but now she only DNFs 
assigned reading for school (in fact, she only really read two books assigned in school) – she 
never gives up on books she reads for pleasure. 
 Kit explains that her desire to finish every book she starts is not actually a good thing, 
but she feels compelled to do it. In a worst case scenario where Kit is really not gelling with a 
book, she will often skim to the end just so she can have the satisfaction of completing it. 
However, this is not a particularly enjoyable way to read, and Kit knows that this time spent 
skimming could be better spent starting a new book she’ll actually like. 
 She believes this is something she just hasn’t grown out of yet. But for now, seeing an 
unfinished book fills her with a sense of obligation. While she doesn’t feel anyone should 
feel obligated to read anything, she struggles with this herself. She does acknowledge that 
there is some obligation with review copies, but she feels this with everything. Some people 
can just DNF things without worry, but Kit worries that someone will come at her and be 
mad that she gave up on something that they love. 
 The biggest issue Kit faces with this is reading slumps. She’s had a lot of really hard 




DNFing whatever unfinished book is still sitting on her shelf. “It looms over my head like a 
disease!” she explains. Sometimes this involves forcing herself through books, and it’s a 
really hard struggle to get past this block. However, she has been watching other people 
come to peace with DNFing and she hopes that she can get to that place. 
 Kit concludes by asking viewers to share their opinions on this topic in the comments, 
and says that she’s happy she got to express her thoughts on the issues. She asks viewers to 
















 Research questions 
Interview questions #1 #2 #3 #4 
Round one questions 
How did you first learn about BookTube?  X X  
Why did you start your BookTube channel?   X  
What decisions did you make in setting up your channel? X X X  
Can you tell me about your very first BookTube video?   X X  
Can you describe your typical day and how BookTube fits into 
that?   X  
If you had to describe BookTube to someone else, how would you 
describe it? X  X  
What makes a video a part of BookTube?  X  X  
In your opinion, what is the best part of BookTube? What is the 
worst part?   X  
How do you utilize the comments section on your own videos? X  X  
How do you utilize the comments section on other videos? X  X  
How do you think your channel has changed over time?   X  
What plans do you have for your channel over the next year?   X  
How would you describe your relationships on BookTube? These 
can be friends, collaborators, mentors, etc.  X  X  
Round two questions 
What have you learned from your experience on BookTube?  X X  
Have you learned any new technology skills from your experience 
with BookTube? If so, which skills? How did you learn these?  X X  
Have you learned any skills that you think will be useful to you 
either in school or for a future job? If so, which skills and how do 
you think they will be useful? 
 X X  
Has BookTube had an effect on your life as a reader? If so, how 
so?  X X  
What knowledge or skills have you shared with others in 
BookTube?  X X  
How are your reading practices on BookTube similar to or 
different from the reading you do for school?  X X  
How are the technology skill you use on BookTube similar to or 
different from the skills you use in (or for) school?  X X  
What have you shared about your BookTube channel with 
teachers? What was the response?   X  
What literacy practices do you engage in offline?  X X  
How would you describe your reading life before you started your 
BookTube channel?     
Round three questions 
Who do you think watches your videos? Why do you think they 
watch?  X X X 
How do you consider your audience when filming or editing your 




Describe your experience with ARCs (Advanced Review Copies).    X X 
Have you made any money or received any free items from your 
work with your channel? If so, so how much money or what types 
of items?  
  X X 
Have you enabled any forms of advertising on your channel? If so, 
which forms? And why did you choose to do so? X  X X 
What are your goals for making money with your channel?   X X 
How do you feel about other channels that might be paid for their 
video content? How do you think others in the BookTube 
community feel about this? 
  X X 
What kind of influence do you think publishers have over 
BookTube?    X X 
In what direction do you think BookTube will go in the future? 
How do you envision BookTube in one year? Three years? Five 
years? Ten years? Beyond? 










Questions in bold are open-ended questions. All others are select one/select all that apply.  
 
 Research Question 
Survey Question #1 #2 #3 #4 
1. How old are you?  
Demographic Questions 2. To which gender do you most identify? 
3. How would you describe yourself? (race/ethnicity) 
4. How long have you been on BookTube?     X  
5. Why did you decide to participate by creating your first 
BookTube video? 
  X  
6. Where do you find information when you have a 
BookTube/YouTube-related question?  X X  
7. How many hours a week do you spend on BookTube?   X X  
8. How many hours a week do you spend reading books?  X X  
9. Who is your favorite BookTuber? What do you like 
about his/her/their channel? X  X  
10. Think of a great BookTube video you have seen lately. 
What made it great? X  X  
11. What makes you likely to subscribe to a new BookTube 
channel? X  X  
12. Which of the following video genres do you create for 
your channel? (check all that apply) 
X X X  
13. Which of the following video genres do you like to watch? 
(check all that apply) 
X X X  
14. What, if anything, have you learned from BookTube?  X X  
15. How has your experience with BookTube compared to 
your experiences of reading in school? 
 X X  
16. What types of advertising and sponsorship have you 
employed in your videos or on your channel? (check all that 
apply) 
  X X 
17. Approximately how much money have you made from 
your participation in BookTube/YouTube? 
  X X 
18. What role do advertising and sponsorship play on your 
channel and videos? 
  X X 
19. In your opinion, what role do advertising and 







Evaluation crosswalk table (O’Sullivan, 1991) 
 
 Data Collection Method 








1. How are the features of BookTube enacted 
on the site?  
 
X X X 
2. How are adolescents’ literacy practices 
situated in BookTube? 
 
X X X 
3. How do adolescent BookTubers describe 
their participation in this community?  
 
 X X 
4. How are literacy practices commodified 
through participation in BookTube? X X X 
4A. How do adolescents participate in 
this commodification?  X  
4B. How do adolescents critique and 
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